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“Entertaining Culture: Mass Culture and Consumer Society in Argentina, 1898-1946” is a study 
of Argentine mass culture in a new consumer society: a new cultural dynamic that emerged 
around the turn of the century in Buenos Aires. This dynamic entailed a redefinition not only of 
the relationships between culture, creators, and publics, but also of those categories themselves. 
Early twentieth-century Argentine mass culture was a heterogeneous realm of cultural 
production and consumption in which varied and often conflicting ideologies, aesthetic 
convictions, and class or party allegiances jostled for purchase, creating a constant push and pull 
of competing desires and values. Within this context, criticism and ambivalence about the effects 
of cultural modernization was ubiquitous, a byproduct not only of the heterogeneity within mass 
culture itself, but also of the tension-filled incorporation of culture into the market. By analyzing 
Argentine mass culture in this light, my dissertation challenges monolithic understandings of 
mass culture that ignore how it exposed and grappled with the tensions in its own premises. 
The cultural dynamic of the period collapsed the categories of culture, consumer good, 
and entertainment and blurred the limits between production and consumption, often provoking 
dismay from creators, cultural critics, nationalists, and educators, frequently voiced from within 
mass culture itself. Mass culture adopted variety as a central premise, claiming to offer 
something for everyone and for every taste, in a business strategy designed to attract as many 
paying consumers as possible, and to turn them into brand loyalists. Cultural ventures also used a 
number of other tools, such as novelty, brevity, immediacy, familiarity, levity, and affordability, 
 
to expand their market share through entertainment, providing cultural production that fit the bill 
and encouraging Argentines to demand these qualities of the cultural production they consumed. 
Mass culture also encouraged Argentines to view the world through the logic of spectacle, 
according to which anything or anyone, given the mass cultural treatment, could be transformed 
into entertainment. While the transformation of culture into a for-profit entertainment venture 
and a consumer good made it possible for more aspiring artists to make a living at writing or 
performing, it also provoked frequent criticisms of the industrialization of culture, the 
mercantilism of producers, the quality of cultural works, and the naïveté of audiences and 
aspiring creators. 
To better understand the tensions in play in this new cultural dynamic, I advance the 
concept of “cultured consumption,” a term I use to identify the dominant ideal of consumption in 
early twentieth-century Buenos Aires. As a loose complex of practices, cultured consumption 
was characterized by a tension between competing models of social aspiration: one, based on the 
performance of gentility and refinement, per aristocratic practices; another, founded upon a 
middle-class ideal of comfortable domesticity and family-centered values. Thus, by participating 
in cultured consumption, Argentines asserted their ascription to a certain set of potentially 
competing values and desires, from upward mobility and good taste to economy and family 
unity. Furthermore, according to the premises of cultured consumption, purchase of certain 
products and participation in certain activities would mark consumers as authentically and 
patriotically Argentine. Nevertheless, it was not clear how Argentine culture was to reconcile 
refinement and moderation, performance and authenticity, and public and private activity. 
Cultured consumption was, thus, both progressive and conservative, aspirational and protective 
of the status quo; in it, standards of taste took on moral and even political connotations. Through 
 
it, culture was both democratized and limited according to a set of sometimes competing 
standards and values. 
In this way, mass culture promised ever broader sectors of the population that by 
participating fully in it they could satisfy their heterogeneous desires, experience self-
actualization, and improve their lot in life. At the same time, mass culture invoked consumption, 
spectatorship, and artistic aspirations as possible threats to the stability of the family and social 
structure to limit the expansion of access to culture and cultural production. Mass culture, thus, 
set itself up as the articulating joint between public and private life in Buenos Aires: a series of 
practices that increasingly defined participation in, and an interpretative lens that allowed 
Argentines to make sense of, public and private life—including mass culture and consumption 
themselves.  
Against the limited narratives of the period traditionally proposed by literary criticism 
and cultural history, this dissertation argues that it is precisely this heterogeneous area of mass 
cultural production that can help us better understand Argentine culture of the period more 
broadly: it allows us to see how these tensions played out on a massive scale. Considering cross-
object study to be essential for understanding the new cultural dynamic, this dissertation 
recuperates archival materials and understudied genres such as mass-circulation periodicals, 
advertisements, reviews, advice literature, recitation manuals, celebrity profiles, and popular 
plays and music, and analyzes both the texts themselves and the interactions, institutions, and 
practices around them. This methodology allows me to do two things: first, to put disciplines 
such as consumer history and media studies in dialogue with literary criticism, theater history, 
and cultural studies; second, to complicate the narratives of the period traditionally espoused by 
literary critics and cultural historians. While the former, through their focus on aesthetic and 
 
political polemics, largely erased an area of cultural production massively consumed in the early 
twentieth century, the latter, by portraying culture as tangential to a more important political or 
economic narrative, deny culture its historical agency. My dissertation, in contrast, considers 
Argentine mass culture of the period to be not only a cultural dynamic that comprised systems of 
production, practices, and content, but, more broadly, the mouthpiece of a new worldview that 
redefined all areas of life. This worldview, originating in the cultural realm, would shape the 
course of Argentine social, economic, and political history to come. In foregrounding mass 
culture in this way, I propose a new corpus and lens for evaluating modernization in Buenos 
Aires.
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In 1872, the Argentine intellectual Juan Bautista Alberdi employed an industrial metaphor to 
describe culture, referring to literature as an “industria fabril, en cuanto sus producciones son 
obras de escribir, de comunicar, de pensar” and of the book as “una manufactura, no solo como 
impresion y encuadernacion, sino como produccion de la inteligencia, como pensamiento, como 
redaccion, como invencion, como ciencia, como saber, como estilo” (Escritos póstumos, t. VIII, 
246).1 His attempt to trace a distinction between literature and the informative writing found in 
periodicals, comparing the latter with ordinary trades and the former with luxury goods, set the 
stage for a division that would endure in claims for an autonomous, aesthetic sphere of literary 
production after the turn of the century. Nevertheless, his hypothetical question “donde no se 
fabrican paños, rasos, terciopelos, bretonas, estopillas, cristales, porcelanas, espejos, estatuas, 
grabados, etc., ¿podrían fabricarse libros pesados, escritos, publicados, como los que aparecen en 
la Europa más culta?” (246-47) points not only to issues of cosmopolitanism, as Susana Rotker 
reads it (78), but also suggests that industrial production is a necessary foundation for the 
“fabrication” of literature, somewhere between the industrial and the artisanal. 
This dissertation explores the new dynamic of cultural production and consumption that 
emerged in Buenos Aires around the turn of the twentieth century. As the production of culture 
marketed to mass audiences accelerated and consumer culture expanded, the relationships 
between culture, creators, and publics, as well as those categories themselves, were redefined. 
Mass culture promised ever broader sectors of the population that by participating fully in it they 
                                                
1 I have maintained original spellings in quotes. 
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could satisfy their heterogeneous desires, experience self-actualization, and improve their lot in 
life. In doing so, mass culture blurred the limits between production and consumption and 
collapsed the categories of culture, consumer good, and entertainment. At the same time, mass 
culture invoked consumption, spectatorship, and artistic aspirations as possible threats to the 
stability of the family and social structure to limit the expansion of access to culture and cultural 
production. Mass culture, thus, set itself up as the articulating joint between public and private 
life in Buenos Aires: a series of practices that increasingly defined participation in, and an 
interpretative lens that allowed Argentines to make sense of, public and private life—including 
mass culture and consumption themselves. In this sense, I consider Argentine mass culture of the 
period to be not only a cultural dynamic that comprised systems of production, practices, and 
content, but, more broadly, the mouthpiece of a new worldview that redefined all areas of life. 
This worldview, originating in the cultural realm, would shape the course of Argentine social, 
economic, and political history to come. 
I use the term “dynamic” to refer to the variety of actions and interactions that shape this 
culture in constant transformation. Thus, the question of how culture is reconceived, how it is 
produced, how it circulates, and how it is consumed are not separate questions, but rather 
different, and all essential, ways of approaching this new dynamic.2 This project proposes an 
interdisciplinary and multi-object approach that constantly moves between the interior and 
exterior of texts and draws upon archival sources to apprehend that cultural dynamic as best as 
possible. Referring to a cultural dynamic also allows me to bring together two areas of study that, 
despite being closely interconnected, have often been analyzed separately in the case of early 
twentieth-century Buenos Aires: consumer culture and mass culture. Nevertheless, it is by jointly 
                                                
2 In this sense, my project aligns itself with the tradition of systemic analysis laid out by Pierre Bourdieu 
in The Field of Cultural Production. See chapter one for his definition of the cultural field and 32-34 for 
his critique of previous systemic analyses. 
 
  3 
thinking about these topics that we can better understand not only the transformations in 
Argentine culture of the period, but also the ways in which this culture would affect other realms 
of Argentine life in the subsequent decades. 
 
The history of consumption in Argentina is a relatively new field of inquiry.3 Nevertheless, in the 
past two decades, a number of scholars have begun to remedy this oversight. One of them is 
economic historian Fernando Rocchi, who has extensively studied the emergence of a consumer 
culture in Argentina between the mid-nineteenth and mid-twentieth centuries. His essays 
“Consumir es un placer: La industria y la expansión de la demanda en Buenos Aires a la vuelta 
del siglo pasado” (1998), “Inventando la soberanía del consumidor: publicidad y revolución del 
mercado en la Argentina, 1860-1940” (1999), “El péndulo de la riqueza: la economía argentina 
en el período 1880-1916” (2000), and “La americanización del consumo: Las batallas por el 
mercado argentino, 1920-1945” (2003), and his book Chimneys in the Desert: Argentina During 
the Boom Export Years, 1870-1930 (2005), attribute the emergence of a consumer society in 
Argentina to the expansion and consolidation of its domestic market, from the creation of a 
consumer society in the late-nineteenth century through interrelated processes of supply and 
demand (“Consumir” 534, Chimneys 8) to the evolution of demand during the interwar period, 
until the first Peronist government (“Americanización” 135). According to Rocchi, the nation’s 
threefold population growth and forty-percent increase in real per capita incomes between 1875 
and 1913 translated into “a market for consumption almost nine-fold larger than thirty years 
                                                
3 See Rocchi, Chimneys 9, Elena 10, and Milanesio 6-13 (especially 12-13), where she speculates as to 
why consumption has been a relatively overlooked topic in Argentine historiography. 
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before” (Chimneys 51; see also “Americanización” 133).4 Though this growth was not without 
interruptions,5 the overall trend between 1875 and 1945 was that of an expanding and 
diversifying consumer base (“Americanización” 135) who invested their time and money in a 
growing variety of entertainments and mass-produced goods such as food and alcohol; clothing; 
beauty products, toiletries, medicine and patent medicine; cigarettes; and furniture, home goods, 
and knick-knacks. This period, he argues, was characterized by the rise of “one of the major 
features of a consumer society…[:] the clear preeminence of the market as a driving force in 
sociability” (Chimneys 72). For Rocchi, middle-class consumers were the primary drivers of 
demand, but the working classes also contributed to consumption (“Americanización” 154, 
Chimneys 62). 
Market changes alone, the primary object of Rocchi’s work, cannot account for the 
emergence of a consumer society in Argentina. What other factors were in play? Other scholars 
have explored the topic of consumption in Argentina in canonical writers of the Generation of 
1837 and Generation of 1880, with a frequent focus on the political uses and literary 
representation of fashion. Susan Hallstead-Dabove, who along with Regina Root has written 
extensively on fashion in nineteenth-century Argentina, reads Eugenio Cambaceres’s En la 
sangre as a warning about the threat that consumption practiced by upwardly mobile immigrants 
posed to the stability of Argentine social order. Though consumption was a key component of 
the Generation of 1880’s liberal modernizing project, she says, it also created misleading 
                                                
4 See also Cortés Conde for a general Argentine economic history. For two different takes on the early 
twentieth century, see Nakamura and Zarazaga, as well as Taylor. For information about the working 
classes, see Gutiérrez. 
 
5 On late nineteenth-century economic fluctuations, see Chimneys, chapter one. In “Americanización,” 
Rocchi divides the period 1920 to 1945 into two phases: the first, the 1920s, marks a period of overall 
economic growth; and the second, from 1930 to 1945, includes a period of economic decline initiated 
with the 1930 crisis and then a period of renewed growth (135). 
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appearances of respectability and made it “increasingly difficult to differentiate between criollo 
and immigrant, gente decente and the common person, the virtuous and the debauched, such that 
there would be no clear-cut markers of socio-cultural and class difference” (27). Embodying this 
tension, Cambaceres’s novel adopts a conservatism that criticizes the elite’s waning ability to 
discern gente decente from scheming up-and-comers (29). Adriana Novoa, for her part, identifies 
the introduction of Darwinism in Argentina as a key inflection point in Alberdi and Sarmiento’s 
understandings of consumption between the Generation of 1837 and the Generation of 1880: 
“While for the former the purchase of cultural goods that represented ‘civilisation’ was one of 
the most important tools against the primitivism of Juan Manuel de Rosas, for the latter 
consumerism would become a tool that led to degeneration and feminisation” (772). This 
scholarship helps us better understand the tensions around consumption in the late-nineteenth 
century in relation to intellectual debates of the era—civilization versus barbarism, degeneration, 
aspiration—some of whose meanings would carry over into the new century. Nevertheless, its 
primary focus on canonical authors makes it difficult to appraise the presence of consumption in 
other arenas of Argentine culture and society of the period. 
To reconstruct and theorize the history of consumption in Argentina, especially in the 
early twentieth century, it is also useful to consider histories of consumption in Europe and the 
Anglophone world. Colin Campbell, for instance, dates English consumer society to the 
eighteenth century, when an “other Protestant ethic,” articulated and disseminated by ministers 
and writers, “legitimize[d] the kind of affective self-indulgence at play in the new consumerism” 
(Agnew 26). Scholars locate the origins of US consumer society, in turn, in the nineteenth 
century, with the maturation of the national marketplace and the emergence of national 
advertising, the consolidation of a new professional and managerial class who championed 
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administrative efficiency and promoted self-fulfillment and instant gratification, and the creation 
of a gospel of therapeutic release that promised health and happiness through consumption (Fox 
and Lears xii). Because of increased communication, trade, and transportation between 
Argentina, the US, and Europe—Argentine interest in foreign lifestyles, immigrants, and 
products; foreign trade interests in Argentina; the importation of American and European goods 
and entertainments—both the products and values of these models were selectively incorporated 
into an Argentine society in the process of secularizing, urbanizing, and expanding its domestic 
market and middle class. There, there they came into contact, and conflict, with values and ideas 
shaped by Argentine’s economic relationship with Europe and the US, its Catholic and Spanish 
heritage, its immigration patterns, and its Littoral-concentrated demographics.6 
Finally, the mid-twentieth century and working-class consumption have been the focus of 
two recent studies of consumption in Argentina, Eduardo Elena’s Dignifying Argentina: 
Peronism, Citizenship, and Mass Consumption (2011) and Natalia Milanesio’s Workers Go 
Shopping in Argentina: The Rise of Popular Consumer Culture (2013).7 Elena seeks to reinsert 
the question of popular consumption within the history of Peronism, analyzing how invocations 
of the concepts of the vida digna, bienestar, confort, and justicia social “reveal how Peronists 
reformulated understandings of justice around an ideal of enhanced citizenship and elevated 
living standards” (8). “Without paying closer attention to the realm of popular consumption,” he 
argues, “one cannot comprehend the potency of nationalist politics in this era, the strategies 
                                                
6 Matthew Karush writes: “Consumption was a key site for this process of national identity formation [in 
postcolonial Latin America]. In consuming European imports, Latin Americans were engaged in an effort 
to create local versions of modernity, which they understood to be centered in Europe. By the twentieth 
century, the locus of modernity was increasingly shifting to the United States, even as an active culture of 
consumerism was extending far beyond the elite classes. Along with North American goods came a 
fascination with newness, an ethos of individualism, and the ideal of the self-made man” (6-7). 
 
7 Also see the essays by Elena, Milanesio, and Karush in Karush and Chamosa, eds., The New Cultural 
History of Peronism. 
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pursued by leaders such as Perón, or the resonance of appeals to ‘liberty and dignity’ for 
[ordinary citizens]” (17). Elena privileges the realm of social and political thought (here, 
specifically about consumption) over the cultural realm, which enters into his story largely as a 
mechanism of disseminating and confirming ideas formulated elsewhere. This leads him to 
overlook how the Peronist invocation of comfort, standard of living, and well-being rested not 
only upon social politics, but also upon an earlier depiction of similar concepts in mass culture. 
Milanesio overcomes this problem by framing her book not as a political history, but 
rather as a history of consumption centered on the emergence of the working-class consumer in 
mid-twentieth-century Argentina. This working-class consumer, she argues, was “a new 
modernizing social actor who shaped a different commercial ethos, transformed social relations 
and collective identities, and redefined the role of the state as mediator between business and 
consumers” (3). Her periodization coincides with that proposed by historians of US consumer 
society, who in recent decades have distinguished between urban commercial culture, between 
1830 and 1930, and mass consumer culture, which took hold in the 1930s and 1940s (Agnew 
27). In a sense, if Milanesio posits the 1940s and 1950s as a time in which consumption became 
truly massive in Argentina, my project explores the promises and limits of consumption in the 
previous decades, when “the Argentine middle classes opened the door to the marketplace” (2). 
My project, building upon Rocchi’s formularization, focuses on the transformation of 
sociability in early twentieth-century Argentine consumer culture, focusing on Buenos Aires; but 
unlike Rocchi, who approaches consumer culture from an economic history standpoint, I am 
primarily concerned with how culture itself is transformed in this context, and what new 
relationships and practices are elaborated as a result between producers, institutions, culture, 
consumers, and the market. In this sense, my dissertation draws from and dialogues with the 
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wide range of scholarship that, since Thorstein Veblen’s pioneering The Theory of the Leisure 
Class (1899), has theorized the relationship between consumption and culture. My main goal, 
however, is not to create a comprehensive theory of consumption in the mass cultural era, as 
scholars such as Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Pierre Bourdieu, and Jean 
Baudrillard have famously done. Nor do I consider this dissertation to be a history of Argentine 
consumer culture, like Milanesio’s book. Rather, it is a study of Argentine mass culture in a new 
consumer society. In their introduction to the weighty collection of essays Consumption and the 
World of Goods, John Brewer and Roy Porter assert that “the modern world of goods is 
predicated upon information and visibility. Remove knowledge, publicity and advertising, and 
the itch to consume does not merely subside; as a mentalité, it becomes unthinkable” (6). This 
dissertation, indeed, considers mass culture to be a medium of communication that both 
definitively embedded consumer culture in Buenos Aires and questioned its premises. 
My objects of study, then, are drawn from mass culture, a term I use to refer to cultural 
production marketed to mass audiences in an effort to create a sustainable commercial venture. 
Though I consider mass culture to be inseparable from the socioeconomic circumstances that 
make its existence possible, I prefer the term to “culture industry,” which negatively connotes, 
following Adorno and Horkheimer, a concerted capitalist project of mass-manipulation. This 
choice does not mean that I consider the characteristics of the culture industry as laid out by the 
Frankfurt School and subsequent theorists to be absent from my objects of study, but rather that I 
prefer to not define them a priori according to that critical reading. I have chosen the term “mass 
culture” over “popular culture” because my objects of study are not only culture for the popular 
classes nor are they uniformly defined by resistance to the political, socioeconomic, and cultural 
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elite.8 In fact, this dissertation shows how the massification of culture often did not imply 
opposition to or suspicion of powerful elites, but rather, simultaneously or instead, an aspiration 
to the success and power those individuals had and represented.9 Furthermore, a number of the 
writers, objects, practices, and spaces studied in this project invoke and participate both in what 
might be called “elite” culture and “popular” culture. Using the term “mass culture,” 
conceptualized (without judgment) in relation to its commercial structure, allows me to study 
these heterogeneous elements together. 
This dissertation builds upon scholarship on early twentieth-century Argentine culture by 
literary critics, historians, and cultural studies scholars. The field of literary history and criticism 
has traditionally read the period by tracing a trajectory of aesthetic movements, between the late-
nineteenth-century gentleman writer, modernismo, the avant-garde, the Boedo-Florida binary, 
and cultural nationalism. These accounts locate the relationship between aesthetics and politics 
in polemics between cultural circles and the responses of these small groups to sociopolitical 
change. In doing so, they focus their lens too narrowly on cultural production that they perceive 
to have aesthetic value, often that which was read (for the focus is on reading) by select 
audiences. By shaping a cultural history of Argentina around these small-scale aesthetic 
movements, these accounts present a distorted image of the cultural landscape that erases an area 
                                                
8 See Legrás, “La cultura popular argentina de cambio de siglo,” where he writes that the popular in this 
context, in a formulation that recalls Laclau on populism, is identified by its “común recelo hacia la elite 
en el poder” (67). 
 
9 In other words, this area of cultural production could be described in Bourdieu’s terminology as being 
determined more by the “heteronomous principle” of hierarchization than the “autonomous principle” of 
hierarchization. The limits between the “three competing principles of legitimacy” laid out by Bourdieu, 
between legitimacy conferred by artists to artists, legitimacy defined by bourgeois taste, and legitimacy 
conferred by mass audience choice (50-51), however, are not always clear-cut in the objects I study, but 
rather all three may be evoked simultaneously. 
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of cultural production massively consumed during the period.10 It is precisely this area of cultural 
production, however, that can help us understand Argentine culture of the period more broadly. 
Beginning in the mid-1980s, literary scholars began to reconsider these limited narratives 
of the period. A number of now-canonical books have studied writers, both canonical and not, 
who contributed to early twentieth-century mass culture, including Beatriz Sarlo’s three-book 
cycle, El imperio de los sentimientos: Narraciones de circulación periódica en la Argentina 
(1917-1927) (1985), Una modernidad periférica: Buenos Aires 1920 y 1930 (1988), and La 
imaginación técnica: Sueños modernos de la cultura argentina (1992), Josefina Ludmer’s El 
cuerpo del delito: Un manual (1999), and Graciela Montaldo’s Yrigoyen entre Borges y Arlt 
(1916-1930). Finally, a variety of essays in the Historia crítica de la literatura argentina series 
tackle writers and works produced within the mass cultural context of the period. Though these 
books and essays explore “underread” (to use Ludmer’s term) writers and areas of reading 
culture, their research questions and goals are primarily literary.11 Montaldo’s edited collection 
and this recent series are significant for their inclusion of a wider range of written cultural 
production, including popular theater and mass-market novels, under the banner of literature. 
                                                
10 Exemplary of this critical tradition is David Viñas’s canonical Literatura argentina y política. 
 
11 Una modernidad periférica focuses almost exclusively on literature (avant-garde magazines, poetry, the 
novel, the essay). In El imperio, though Sarlo mentions the existence of other goods with which the 
magazines of novelas semanales competed (29), she talks about them only briefly, focusing more on the 
content of the stories than their paratexts and contexts. Similarly, though in La imaginación técnica Sarlo 
examines periodicals in depth and considers other technological developments of the period such as the 
radio, she elaborates her thesis from literature: she looks to these mass cultural forms and technological 
developments to explain an interest in technology in literature of the period. Finally, Ludmer frames her 
book as a literary project: that of re-reading the canon through the lens of that which has been left out of 
the canon (72). As its title suggests, Yrigoyen entre Borges y Arlt links aesthetics and politics in an edited 
collection of essays on the work of authors who crossed high and popular cultural borders (Roberto Arlt, 
Armando Discépolo, Horacio Quiroga, Jorge Luis Borges, etc.) in the Radical period. Though the book 
incorporates not only literatury genres such as the novel and poem, but also popular theater and the mass 
press, it is part of a literary project: David Viñas’s Historia social de la literature argentina. 
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Another area of scholarship has attempted to better understand reading practices of the 
period. William Acree’s Everyday Reading: Print Culture and Collective Identity in the Río de la 
Plata, 1780-1910, studies how print culture, from reading and writing practices to the values, 
economics, politics, institutions, and ideologies shaping them, contributed to national identity 
formation in Argentina and Uruguay in the long nineteenth century. By creating the concept of 
everyday reading, Acree is able to situate literary production within daily life and practices—a 
gesture I find especially fruitful. In Cuando los lectores nos susurran, Alejandro E. Parada 
attempts to reconstruct reading habits around the Centenary through analysis of the periodicals 
Caras y Caretas, PBT, and La Prensa. Because Parada’s focus is on reading practices, however, 
he does not trace their connections with broader cultural patterns. 
The work of historians has been essential in reconstructing the cultural context of the 
period. Their accounts present the expansion of cultural production and consumption as the result 
of a series of demographic, economic, sociopolitical, and technological transformations that 
occurred between the late-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Argentina. Despite the 
merit of situating early mass culture within the context of larger historical changes, such works 
portray cultural production as a tangential offshoot of a more important historical narrative that 
focuses on politics, economics, and class relations. Thus, relegated to the figurative sidebar of 
history texts, cultural institutions, producers, and consumers are denied historical agency, except 
as occasional spokespeople in transformative moments. In other words, these accounts suggest a 
too-simplistic relationship of cause and effect between social change and cultural production, 
rarely inquiring in any depth about the effects of cultural production on social change.12 
                                                
12 This historical tradition is exemplified by Luis Alberto Romero’s A History of Argentina in the 
Twentieth Century. 
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Building upon the work of their generalist counterparts, cultural historians have done 
painstaking archival work to recuperate and document all realms of Argentine cultural 
production from the period. This is the case of Jorge B. Rivera’s essays on the culture industry 
and the writer, which compile information about institutions and publications previously 
marginalized from literary studies such as the mass press, popular editorial projects, comics, and 
feuilletons. Similar documentary work has been done by scholars such as Beatriz Seibel, 
Osvaldo Pellettieri, Osvaldo Sosa Cordero, and Sergio Pujol for the theater, the circus, film, 
variety shows, music, and the radio. While these historical studies are invaluable, they, for the 
most part, isolate these institutions and publications from their sociopolitical context and stop 
short of analyzing the mass cultural dynamic in which they operated. Furthermore, these 
histories largely do not delve into textual analysis of the cultural objects they discuss, but rather 
only supply information that provides paths for future analysis. 
A number of recent histories have made important analytical contributions to specific 
areas of cultural production. These include works by Robert Claxton and Andrea Matallana on 
the radio, which not only document key information about the protagonists—people, institutions, 
publications, and legislation—of early radio in Argentina, but also formulate hypotheses about 
the significance of the medium in the sociopolitical context of the period. Their arguments about 
the radio as a mechanism of social and national integration tie in with the arguments of this 
dissertation. Similarly, Carolina González Velasco’s Gente de teatro. Ocio y espectáculos en la 
Buenos Aires de los años veinte, despite presenting its arguments as primarily quantitative and 
sociological, actually includes a good deal of textual analysis of plays. Her arguments about the 
relationship between theater-going and consumption coincide with the cultural dynamic I explore 
in this dissertation. Though these works have been fundamental to my project, I believe that to 
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better understand the cultural dynamic of the period it is necessary to draw connections between 
different areas of cultural production. 
A number of excellent single-object studies about early twentieth-century mass cultural 
objects have been published in the past two decades, including Sylvia Saítta’s Regueros de tinta. 
El diario Crítica en la década de 1920 and Geraldine Rogers’s Caras y Caretas. Cultura, 
política y espectáculo en los inicios del siglo XX argentino. Saítta and Rogers’s arguments and 
methodologies have great relevance for this project: Saítta analyzes the newspaper as text and, 
just as importantly, as a set of techniques and practices that redefine the relationship between 
writers, politicians, and the public as well as between producers and consumers (18-19); Rogers 
examines how the magazine, publishing heterogeneous contents that appealed to broad sectors of 
the population, superimposed the image of the citizen with that of the consumer, portraying the 
purchase of the magazine as both a form of democratic participation and as a confirmation of the 
representability of the publication (48-49). Both Saítta and Rogers successfully shift their 
attention between close reading, analysis of the periodicals’ business and community-building 
operations, and demographic, economic, political, and sociocultural features of the period, 
viewing these internal and external considerations as interconnected and mutually constituting; 
in this sense, both studies are models for the work this dissertation aims to do. Nevertheless, 
while both scholars stress that the characteristics and practices of those periodicals are not unique 
to them, their single-object approach isolates the periodicals from other cultural institutions 
participating in the same processes. My project considers cross-object study necessary to 
apprehending the transformations of culture, creators, and publics through mass culture, as these 
transformations are necessarily interconnected and mutually constituting not only between 
cultural objects and context, but between cultural objects themselves. 
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Scholarship that approaches the period thematically provides the most direct antecedent 
to this project. Two now-canonical works that exemplify this approach are Leandro Gutiérrez 
and Luis Alberto Romero’s Sectores populares, cultura y política. Buenos Aires en la 
entreguerra (1995), and Adolfo Prieto’s El discurso criollista en la formación de la Argentina 
moderna (1988). In their collaboration, Gutiérrez and Romero reexamine popular participation in 
neighborhood organizations such as libraries and neighborhood associations to better understand 
the immediate and widespread popular support for Perón when he came into power. Though their 
book successfully reinserts culture into the historical narrative of the interwar period, because 
they approach the period through the lens of sociology and history, they do not do any textual 
analysis of the cultural objects they study. Prieto, a literary scholar, attempts to trace a “reading 
map” of Argentina between 1880 and 1910 through the lens of criollismo, which he reads as a 
projection and (nostalgic) consolidation of the genre and linguistic conventions of rural and 
gauchesca Argentina. Despite his stated focus on reading culture, Prieto studies a wide range of 
criollista cultural forms that range far beyond typical “literary” texts and cultural circuits: 
feuilletons, cheap editions of novels, collections of payadas and other songs, popular theater and 
opera, and social centers. Through his cross-object and cross-genre analysis, Prieto seeks to 
understand the complex network of practices and institutions that invoked criollismo as a class-
dynamic mechanism of national integration. 
Two other recent works have informed this project. Historian Lila Caimari’s recent 
Mientras la ciudad duerme. Pistoleros, policías y periodistas en Buenos Aires, 1920-1945 (2012) 
takes a similar approach in describing the shifts in public order in Buenos Aires during the 
interwar period, using inter-object analysis rich in archival documentation. Just as her book 
recuperates “expresiones de la cultura de las mayorías” that have been overlooked because they 
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do not derive directly from the question of political citizenship or the transformative power of 
instruction (15-16), my project examines areas of cultural production often denied the moniker 
“culture.” Finally, in Culture of Class: Radio and Cinema in the Making of a Divided Argentina, 
1920-1946 (2012), Matthew Karush reads Argentine popular film, radio, and music from the 
interwar period through the lens of melodrama, to argue that this cultural production 
disseminated a vision of “authentic” Argentine identity rooted in the poor. This defense of the 
working class in mass culture, according to Karush, fomented class loyalties in the pre-Peronist 
era. While I agree with Karush that mass culture prepared Argentines to be interpellated by 
Perón, I find his class-centered reading a too-literal interpretation of Argentine mass culture of 
the period. Nevertheless, Culture of Class is one of few book-length works that articulates a 
cohesive argument about Argentine mass culture through a wide-ranging study of cultural 
production of the period, and will be an interlocutor throughout this dissertation. 
 
Studies of early twentieth-century Argentine cultural production use a variety of periodizations. 
A central date in many studies, usually as starting or ending point, is the 1910 Centenary of the 
Revolución de Mayo, celebrating Argentina’s declaration of independence from Spain. Scholars 
studying the fin-de-siècle see the Centenary as a convenient marker of closure in a process of 
nation formation after the federalization of Buenos Aires in 1880 (a symbolic starting point for 
national unity after the post-independence civil wars); those studying the early twentieth century 
see it as the start of a period of relative national stability (punctuated by important moments of 
conflict) that came to a close in 1930 with the international economic crisis and the country’s 
first military coup, toppling Hipólito Yrigoyen’s presidency. Another common periodization 
refers to the interwar years (1920-1945), between early twentieth-century demographic and 
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economic transformations and the beginning of Juan Perón’s first presidency. The unity of this 
period is asserted, as Caimari summarizes, on the basis of the integration of immigrant groups 
into Argentine society, the rise of the popular classes (sectores populares), the de-escalation of 
early twentieth-century social unrest, and the growth in reformism and Catholicism (91-92). Still 
other scholars highlight the decades of the 1920s and 1930s as a peak period of cultural activity, 
which saw the appearance of key magazines of Argentine literary history, including Martín 
Fierro, Proa, Contra, Claridad, and Sur, the expansion of a local publishing industry, and 
transformations in the role and lifestyle of the intellectual. 
For the purposes of this project, however, these periodizations are limiting: the processes 
of cultural transformation I study do not fit neatly within them. I have chosen, instead, to use a 
broad periodization marked by two significant milestones. The first is the founding of the general 
interest magazine Caras y Caretas, which I see as inaugurating the new cultural dynamic on a 
massive scale. The last is the beginning of Perón’s presidency in 1946, which inaugurated a new 
era of government intervention in the spheres of production and consumption. Within this half-
century, significant inflection points certainly occurred, many of which are mentioned above. 
The conclusion of this dissertation will briefly discuss two of them: the 1930 coup and the 
election of Perón to the presidency. Given its broad period of interest, this dissertation does not 
attempt to be a comprehensive analysis of the half-century in question. Nevertheless, I consider 
the cases it studies to be exemplary of the cultural dynamic of the period, from which many more 
examples could be selected and discussed. In describing this cultural dynamic, this dissertation 









Between the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, cultural production and consumption 
underwent vast changes in Argentina. This included a shift in the function of culture and the role 
of the intellectual in relation to the State, as well as the transformation of the relationship of 
culture to the market. The emergence of mass culture in Argentina was made possible, beginning 
in the late-nineteenth century, by a variety of interconnected processes of modernization: mass 
literacy and education campaigns; mass production; secularization; labor reforms; immigration, 
internal migration, and urbanization; the development of transportation and communication 
infrastructures; and the autonomization and professionalization of a cultural field.13 Though these 
transformations have been studied in a variety of contexts, the overarching narrative is clear: an 
expanding, heterogeneous population in the process of consolidating into Argentine publics, 
producers, and consumers. Though there were of course areas of culture that positioned 
themselves as fully in opposition or external to those changes (even if absolute opposition could 
in reality only be ideal), this dissertation focuses on the areas of culture that most exemplify 
these transformations, even if ambivalently. And it does so by focusing on Buenos Aires, the 
capital of Argentina and the nexus of many of these transformations. 
In the century before these transformations occurred, culture had been an essential tool of 
the nation-building project in Latin America.14 Julio Ramos’s influential book, Desencuentros de 
la modernidad en América Latina, traces cultural shifts from the post-independence period, what 
                                                
13 For an overview of the period in Buenos Aires and essays on many of these topics, see Scobie, and José 
Luis Romero and Luis Alberto Romero. On the economy, see Rocchi and Cortés Conde. On the changes 
secularism wrought on culture in Europe, see Sennett 21-22, 150-53 (quote from 151), 311. On 
urbanization and technological changes, see Liernur and Silvestri, Radovanovic. On the modernization of 
journalism, see Ramos, Rotker, Marco, and Roman. 
 
14 See, for example, Rama and Sommer. 
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Ramos calls the “Republic of Letters,” into the early twentieth century. In the Republic of 
Letters, explains Ramos, the writer and intellectual were closely tied to the consolidation of the 
nation-state and the conformation of a national citizenry through both their political participation 
and their literary pedagogies: writing was inseparable from the public speaking skills required of 
political orators, and culture was subordinated to a pedagogic, nation-building function. Ramos 
describes journalism as “el lugar donde se debatía la ‘racionalidad’, la ‘ilustración’, la ‘cultura’, 
que diferenciaba la ‘civilización’ de la ‘barbarie’. De ahí que sea posible pensar el periodismo de 
entonces como el lugar donde se formaliza la polis, la vida pública en vías de racionalización…. 
El periodismo era un dispositivo pedagógico fundamental para la formación de la ciudadanía” 
(95). As Argentine demographics began to shift as a result of immigration, internal migration, 
and urbanization in the latter half of the century, the state and capital spearheaded a variety of 
projects of national unification, including the establishment of a national primary school system, 
the conquest of vast swaths of indigenous territory, the creation of transportation and 
communication infrastructures such as railroads, telegraph lines, and a postal service, the 
promotion of national symbols such as monuments to national heroes and military victories, 
museums, the flag, and the national anthem.15 
As processes of modernization and national consolidation intensified in Argentina in the 
final decades of the century, a number of new institutions assumed responsibilities of cultural 
custodianship. These included the newly established primary school system and the National 
Education Council, mandated with the passage of Law 1420 of General Common Education in 
1884. The new schools were to be free, secular, and obligatory, centralized by a bureaucracy of 
                                                
15 On conquest and museums, see Andermann. On national patrimony, see Bertoni, Andermann, 
González-Stephan, and Andermann and González-Stephan, eds. The Bertoni essay discusses the state 
project in the late-nineteenth century to establish widely legible symbols of the nation, such as 
monuments, museums, the national flag and anthem, pantheons of national heroes, and a national history 
curriculum that would function as elements of social cohesion to combat the threat of national disunity. 
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district councils that would inspect the schools in their locality. In a period of immigration and 
population growth, schools were key sites of the dissemination of national symbols, literature, 
narratives, and language, where children, and especially children of immigrants, were to be 
molded into Argentine citizens. With the very definition of the nation at stake, the nationalist 
Catholic opposition saw secular education as a threat to the Church’s vision of morality, truth, 
and social order. Even as secular public education was implemented, many textbooks, teachers, 
and bureaucrats continued to make the presence of Catholic values felt both in the classroom and 
in policy.16 Tensions between these value systems would permeate mass culture as well. 
Other such institutions included museums and expositions, which we might describe 
together as a sort of “expositional culture” consisting of the public and mass-scale exhibition of 
evolutionary narratives of the nation, where spectatorship aimed to transform childlike visitors 
into adult citizens.17 As Tony Bennett points out in his study of nineteenth-century Britain, the 
“exhibitionary complex” in which museums and expositions take part may be understood as “a 
set of cultural technologies concerned to organize a voluntarily self-regulating citizenry” (76): 
what he describes, drawing upon Benjamin, as the democratization of power from the point of 
view of capital (82). The exposition would enthusiastically welcome a connection between the 
state and capital, defining modernity in terms that translated, for the individual, into purchasing 
power, and for the nation, into its successful incorporation into the world market. Beatriz 
González-Stephan describes this as a “grammar of accumulation, operating within [an] economy 
of the spectacle” (“Showcases” 233). In the final decades of the nineteenth century, expositions 
and the periodicals that reported on them became important mediators between publics, culture, 
                                                
16 On this period in Argentine education, see Puiggrós 79-88. 
 
17 This is the main thrust of Andermann’s The Optic of the State. 
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and the market, in ways that connect earlier nineteenth-century processes of nation-building with 
processes and practices more associated with twentieth-century mass culture.18 
While the state attempted to define national culture and unify Argentine residents around 
it, a variety of new and transformed entertainments sought to attract the attention of Argentines, 
and redefine them as publics and consumers. Spearheading this process was journalism, which in 
the mid-1870s began to transition from a political to a commercial model. According to this new 
paradigm, pioneered in the United States, Britain, and Western Europe, periodicals would not be 
organs of a particular political party, but rather commercial projects that aimed to attract a broad, 
heterogeneous readership and sustain themselves through advertising (Ramos 97-99, Navarro 
Viola 5-28). This journalistic model brought numerous innovations to Argentina. First, it used 
advertising to fund the periodical, introduced foreign correspondents, and changed page layout to 
facilitate reading and make information stand out. By inaugurating telegraph service, it gave 
birth to an autonomous news-oriented discourse and the figure of the professional reporter, as 
well as making the rapid transmission of news about current events and commercial novelties 
possible. This helped integrate readers into an international community of consumers. Finally, it 
privileged news over opinion, signaling a shift in the social function of the press toward 
information, entertainment, and orienting modern city dwellers (Rotker 95-96, Ramos 100-101). 
This modern, mass press would be the “medio de una nueva cultura de masas” (Ramos 
99), both affirming and disseminating its values as well as information about the vast array of 
consumer goods and entertainments becoming available in the Argentine, particularly porteño, 
market. In the late-nineteenth century, domestic industry began to mechanize, producing food, 
beer, espadrilles, cigarettes, matches, soap, candles, glass, and paper (Rocchi, Chimneys 29). 
                                                
18 On expositions, see González-Stephan and Andermann, eds., González-Stephan, and Fernández Bravo. 
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Ready-made clothing started to catch on, transforming fashion, around the turn of the century, 
“from an elite to a mass phenomenon” (74). To inform consumers about these products, as well 
as other services, periodicals began to include advertisements not only on a dedicated advertising 
page, but also throughout the publication (Navarro Viola 25). By the turn of the century, these 
included illustrated ads that rewarded both close reading and casual browsing (Chimneys 79). 
Periodicals also kept Buenos Aires residents in the loop about their leisure options. In the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century, the feuilleton introduced the novelty of literature whose 
primary goal was no longer pedagogic (though such literature of course continued to be 
published), but instead aimed above all to entertain its readers.19 A rapidly expanding assortment 
of reading material circulated outside of the high culture circuits, such as bookstores, that were 
largely inaccessible beyond the cultural elite (El imperio 34-36)20. These entertaining and 
informative newspapers, magazines, and feuilletons were sold in neighborhood kiosks and by 
traveling salesmen, and consumed by a reading public expanding through immigration, internal 
migration, and education.21 A variety of other entertainments cropped up, such as salons, wax-
displays, and panoramas (primarily of current events) (Dujovne and Telesca). Theatrical 
entertainment was in ascendancy. Popular audiences attended the circus, where they might be 
                                                
19 See Rivera’s introduction to Juan Moreira and his essays on “El escritor y la industria cultural,” 
especially “La forja del escritor profesional (1900-1930).” See also Prieto. 
 
20 Sarlo writes that still around the end of the nineteenth century, bookstores “tanto por su disposición 
interna, por su ubicación en el centro de la ciudad, como por el mundo cultural que las ocupaba, eran 
reductos minoritarios destinados a los intelectuales y a sus interlocutores más inmediatos” (El imperio 
34): not only were they physically located far from the working classes, but this group, recently literate 
and Argentine, had not yet gained the skills necessary to orient themselves in disorganized bookshops nor 
to read and understand the books themselves (35-36). 
 
21 “Comienzan a coexistir,” writes Rivera, “un público con tradición literaria (especialmente francesa) que 
se nutre con los surtidos catálogos de las grandes librerías porteñas. . . y un nuevo público que devora los 
folletines de La Patria Argentina y más tarde los novelones de centavos y los cuadernillos gauchescos” 
(“El camino hacia la profesionalización” 329). See also Sarlo El imperio 36-38. 
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treated to acrobacy, clowning, payadas, and pantomimes, while the urban-dwelling middle 
classes flocked to the theater to see Spanish género chico plays such as sainetes and revues 
(Marco 8)—so called in contrast to the more prestigious género grande of dramas, comedies, and 
zarzuelas (a sort of early musical) in three or more acts (Sosa Cordero 27). This began to change 
with the introduction of the teatro por horas or espectáculos por secciones, a system of hour-
long shows, by Spanish zarzuela companies in 1889. Not only did these companies offer four 
daily performances, and six or seven on Sundays, but at fifty cents a ticket, the shows were 
accessible to even workers and servants, who attended Sunday afternoon performances (Seibel 
290-91). The stage adaptation of Juan Moreira, which inaugurated Argentine national theater 
when it was first staged as a circus pantomime in 1884, became the toast of the town when it 
premiered in Buenos Aires in 1890. The generic mixing that characterized Moreira and the 
Spanish género chico would become key features of Argentine theatrical entertainment, where 
music, dance, drama, and variety acts would intermingle.22 
As cultural activity intensified and took on functions beyond national consolidation in the 
late nineteenth century, literature assumed independence from political rhetoric and was 
constituted as a semi-autonomous discipline.23 “La cancelación del saber decir y de la autoridad 
del sistema anterior de las letras,” writes Ramos, “más que una crisis de la literatura, representó 
la condición de posibilidad de su emergencia y su autonomización, en tanto discurso 
paradójicamente moderno, generado por la racionalización, aunque autorizado como crítica de la 
misma” (55). Following several earlier attempts, the School of Law and Social Sciences of the 
University of Buenos Aires eliminated the study of literature in 1895, which was taken up by the 
School of Philosophy and Letters of the University of Buenos Aires, founded in 1896. Where the 
                                                
22 On this generic mixing, see Seibel 16-23, González Velasco 37-40. 
 
23 See Julio Ramos, chapter three. 
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modernization of journalism and the creation of popular literary forms necessitated a crop of 
professional writers to fill the pages of newspapers, magazines, and serial novels with 
entertaining and informative material (including those linked to the incipient advertising 
industry), the push toward the autonomization of literary discourse responded to and encouraged 
the emergence of writers and writing whose goals were primarily aesthetic rather than political. 
Of course, because of the exigencies of the market (literature, as such, did not pay, but rather had 
to be paid for), most aesthetically oriented writers also worked as professionals who cobbled 
together a living through journalism and other jobs—though not without ambivalence.24 
After the turn of the century, reading culture developed new forms and continued to 
massify. Editorial projects like the Biblioteca de La Nación (1901-1920), the Biblioteca 
Argentina (1915-1925), and La Cultura Argentina (1915-1925) made books, including Argentine 
and international classics and recent literature, affordable to middle-income consumers. 
Argentina had its first bestsellers: Emma de la Barra’s novel Stella (published under her 
pseudonym César Duayen in 1905), Juan José de Soiza Reilly’s books of celebrity interviews 
(1908-1912), and Hugo Wast’s Flor de durazno (1911). Beginning in the mid-1910s, weekly 
fiction magazines such as La Novela Semanal and its multitudinous imitators cheaply published 
                                                
24 A number of now-canonical studies by Ángel Rama, Noé Jitrik, Aníbal González, Julio Ramos, and 
Susana Rotker explore the emergence of Latin American modernismo, the modernista writer, and the 
modernista chronicle within this context. Though these books do analyze the socioeconomic 
circumstances of the emergence of modernismo, they are principally concerned (with the exception of the 
Ramos book, which is structured around his idea of “divergent modernities”) with rewriting the history of 
a literary movement and a genre, rather than with the different forms of engagement with culture we 
begin to see delineated in the period. Nevertheless, they point to the specific ways in which writers 
traditionally associated with modernismo actually participated in mass culture and the professionalization 
of writing around the turn of the twentieth century. They also indicate how these writers actively reflected 
on the shifts in culture they were witnessing and taking part in, with all the ambivalence it provoked in 
them. As I will discuss, this critical consideration of cultural transformation is not unique to modernista 
writers, but rather will be a common response, even in mass culture, to the tension-filled incorporation of 
culture into the market. 
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short and serialized stories in a variety of genres.25 At the same time, commercial magazines and 
newspapers with heterogeneous and entertaining contents multiplied, including Caras y Caretas 
(founded 1898), PBT (founded 1904), El Hogar (founded 1904), Última Hora (founded 1908), 
Crítica (founded 1912), and El Mundo (founded 1928).26 
The diversification of entertainments continued to intensify: theater, cinema, cabaret, 
variety shows, declamation, amusement parks, cafés, sports, Sunday strolls in Palermo, country 
drives and picnics, and excursions all grew in popularity.27 The turn of the century witnessed the 
emergence of a national theater centered in Buenos Aires, of which 1902’s La piedra del 
escándalo was the first blockbuster (Seibel, Teatro 26). In 1889, an average 2.5 million 
spectators attended the theater annually; by 1925, this number had grown to 6.9 million. In 1910, 
porteños alone attended the theater an average 2.6 times per year (Sarlo, Una modernidad 
periférica 67). Theatrical entertainment, dominated by the teatro por horas, represented and 
poked fun at Argentine reality in the form of the sainete and the soon omnipresent cabaret sainete 
(sainete con cabaret) and shined and sparkled in the genre that would rule the stage for the better 
                                                
25 These magazines were called revistas de novelas semanales, and could be purchased in kiosks, subway 
and train stations, and from street vendors (Pierini, La Novela Semanal 13). Their contents and format 
were varied, but all included short stories that could be read during the span of a streetcar commute 
(Pierini, Doce cuentos 16). For example, in 1917, when La Novela Semanal was first published, it was a 
24-page booklet printed on cheap paper, with no illustrations and hardly any advertisements. The covers 
were printed with photographs or pencil drawings of the authors. By 1922, the publication had grown to 
106 pages, including new sections of costumbrista chronicles, news, sensationalist crime reports, and film 
reviews, including photos of their stars (17). As Pierini’s anthologies show, the genres and topics of the 
stories were varied, ranging from adventure stories to romances, immigration to crime. 
 
26 For an overview of editorial projects and periodicals, see Rivera, “La forja del escritor profesional.” On 
fiction magazines, see the anthologies of La Novela Semanal edited by Margarita Pierini as well as 
Beatriz Sarlo’s El imperio de los sentimientos, which studies romance pulps. For a sense of print runs and 
readership-size of magazines and newspapers, see the Guía periodística argentina, which offers basic 
information for advertisers including the cost of placing ads in Argentine periodicals. 
 
27 Carolina González Velasco describes this expansion in her book Gente de Teatro, focusing on the 
decade of the 1920s. The Sunday strolls are also discussed briefly in Rocchi, Chimneys (67) and in 
Troncoso, “Las formas del ocio” (100-101) in Romero and Romero, eds. (93-102). 
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part of the 1920s and 1930s: the French bataclan-style revue. Music halls offered a variety of 
entertainments, from sainetes and revues to magicians, contortionists, and comedians, tango and 
jazz took on in café concerts and cabarets, and poetry recitation became trendy. Competing 
fiercely with theatrical entertainments, then overtaking them, was film: by the late 1920s, the top 
entertainment in Buenos Aires. Labor reforms made it easier for porteños to enjoy these 
entertainments: in 1905, Congress declared Sunday a day off in the capital; in 1929, it mandated 
an eight-hour maximum workday and a 48-hour maximum work week, as well as a Saturday 
half-day starting at 1pm. In 1922, when the population of Buenos Aires was approaching two 
million, attendees of entertainments numbered twenty-six million (González Velasco 53). So 
vast was attendance that in the 1920s the city government began to track attendance not by year, 
but by month (83). By 1927, for example, in a six-month period, attendance numbers showed 
five million for the theater; six million, the movies; one and half million, the cinema-theaters; 
close to 650,000, the hippodrome; 47,000, the circus (84), which after 1920 had become a 
primarily rural entertainment (Seibel 106-107). 
Argentines could also enjoy entertainment at home, thanks to new technologies such as 
the phonograph and the radio. Phonographs, advertised as modern devices that would allow 
Argentines to listen to their favorite music in the comfort of their homes, became relatively more 
affordable after World War I, when local companies began to produce and sell their own models, 
as well as Argentine records in genres from the tango, ranchera, and the criollo shimmy to the 
blues, foxtrot, and maxixa. Argentines could buy patriotic recordings for national holidays and 
could even improve their literary culture by listening to recordings of poetry recitations. Because 
phonographs and records were still too expensive for many Argentines, it was the radio that 
would, by the 1940s, definitively mark the entrance of entertainment into Argentine homes. By 
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the end of the 1920s, 22 radio stations in 7 cities (including 14 in Buenos Aires) broadcasted 
music, news, and sporting events to over half a million receivers nationwide (Matallana 35-36). 
The 1930s saw the rise of the radiodrama, studio or live recordings of plays (toured after the 
show’s radio premiere), which were massively popular in the 1940s and 1950s (Seibel 135-36). 
Entertainment, broadcasted into the home—whether a single-family house, an apartment, or a 
conventillo—had become the soundtrack of daily life. 
Throughout this period, Argentines were also spending their income on a variety of other 
products that, producers and advertisers claimed, would improve their quality of life. In addition 
to ready-made clothing and cigarettes, ads promoted cameras, typewriters, beauty products, 
medicine, home furnishings, and household appliances. The “big star” of these new products was 
the car, an “emblem of modernity” that beginning in the 1920s began to be seen as a necessity 
(Rocchi, “Americanización” 148). Though car ownership in Argentina lagged behind that of the 
highest ranked countries due to a lack of highways and poor road conditions, by 1928 there was 
approximately one car per ten families of four (150). The massification of consumption would 
only continue over the subsequent decades. 
* * * 
In an ever more diverse market of leisure activities and entertainments accessible to broader 
sectors of the population, porteños had a choice—indeed, had to choose—which texts to read, 
which performances to attend, and which activities to participate in. This meant that producers 
had to develop strategies to attract publics, and in doing so, transform them into regular readers 
and attendees of their products and events. The confluence of these factors are the primary 
ingredients of the new cultural dynamic that emerged during the period. 
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The New Dynamic 
 
 
As detailed in the previous section, between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, industrial 
production, though not necessarily local, allowed consumer goods to be reproduced on a massive 
scale and to be sold at prices that more porteños, or capital residents, could afford. Indeed, as we 
have seen, cultural production produced for and marketed to broad publics—entertainments, 
reading material, and other leisure activities—greatly increased in variety and quantity in the 
period. This democratization expanded access to, as well as the representativeness of, culture to 
broader sectors of the population28—and promised a further expansion of access. At the same 
time, secularism, or the explanation of real-world events through a law of natural, rather than 
metaphysical, causality, had brought with it an emphasis on “immediacy, sensation, the 
concrete” (Sennett 151) and the possibility that culture did not have to have transcendental 
importance, but rather could respond to immediate desires. As Rocchi points out, “if 
democratization fostered demand by widening the consumer base, secularization did so by 
channeling the forces of envy, pride, happiness, and boosterism into the sphere of consumption” 
(Chimneys 74). 
In this way, the growing realm of industrial and cultural production both responded to 
and promoted the contagious desire that according to Rama was characteristic of the democratic 
                                                
28 See the first chapter of Rama, Las máscaras democráticas del modernismo, where he starts from the 
idea that democratization implies greater representativeness, which in terms of art, implies art that 
corresponds to an ever-widening swath of the population. More democratic representativeness in culture 
was not, however, limited to mass culture. For example, leftist writers of the 1920s and 1930s wrote about 
marginalized figures and sectors of the population such as the poor (including bohemians) and criminals, 
but to denounce the economic system that marginalized them. Tinieblas by Elías Castelnuovo, Camas 
desde un peso by Enrique González Tuñón, and Royal circo by Leónidas Barletta are examples of this 
tradition. Of course, these three books are particularly interesting because they focus on the figure of the 
marginalized writer and performer, and in doing so, elaborate critiques of mass culture. See Astutti. 
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bourgeois society that emerged in Latin America in the 1880s,29 as well as one of the key 
features of consumer society: in Rocchi’s words, a society “in which fulfillment of demand 
creates new desires for consumption and fosters dissatisfaction” (50). Campbell has described 
this as a dialectic of demand in which the modern consumer, having projected his desires onto 
objects, detaches them upon acquiring the objects (Agnew 25). Sara Ahmed, writing from the 
perspective of affect theory, identifies happiness as one of these (elusive) desires. Ahmed sees 
happiness as “a promise that directs us toward certain objects”: social goods, values, practices, 
styles, or aspirations that “accumulate positive affective value as they are passed around” (29). 
“Things become good, or acquire their value as goods,” she argues, “insofar as they point toward 
happiness. Objects become ‘happiness means.’ . . . . If objects provide a means for making us 
happy, then in directing ourselves toward this or that object we are aiming somewhere else: 
toward a happiness that is presumed to follow” (34). This affective system shaped the new 
cultural dynamic of early twentieth-century Argentina, where consumer goods, cultural 
production, practices, styles, and values all acquired (or were assigned) affective value. 
There was little consensus, however, about which objects were most likely to guarantee 
the fulfillment of porteños’ desires and their happiness, or about what a happy ending looked 
like. Indeed, early twentieth-century Argentine mass culture was a heterogeneous realm of 
cultural production and consumption in which varied and often conflicting ideologies, aesthetic 
                                                
29 He writes that “el deseo contagió la totalidad de las operaciones que conformaban la cosmovisión 
social” (Máscaras democráticas 86, his emphasis). Rama’s categorical statement about desire evokes 
Deleuze and Guattari’s reading of desire in capitalist society. In Anti-Oedipus they write of production as 
“a cycle whose relationship to desire is that of an immanent principle,” adding (in a clear critique of 
Adorno and Horkheimer’s declaration that the culture industry seeks only its own reproduction), as long 
as process “must not be viewed as a goal or an end to itself, nor must it be confused with an infinite 
perpetuation of itself” (5). Arguing against what they call “the traditional logic of desire” that requires 
locating desire either on the side of production or that of acquisition (25), and against attempts to separate 
“the social production of reality on the one hand, and a desiring-production that is mere fantasy on the 
other” (28), they affirm that “social production is purely and simply desiring-production itself under 
determinate conditions. . . . There is only desire and the social, and nothing else” (29). 
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convictions, and class or party allegiances bumped elbows. This created a constant push and pull 
of competing desires and visions of happiness. This dissertation argues that it is precisely this 
heterogeneous area of cultural production that can help us better understand Argentine culture of 
the period more broadly, because through it we can see how these tensions played out on a 
massive scale. 
The heterogeneity of mass culture resulted from two structural characteristics. For one, 
the volume of production to meet (and drive) demand necessitated the participation of a large 
number of writers (playwrights, screenwriters, songwriters, journalists, fiction writers, poets), 
illustrators, photographers, performers (actors, singers, dancers, radio personalities, variety 
artists), producers, editors, and directors, all of whom added their voices and perspectives to the 
institutions to which they contributed labor. Even when a particular institution professed a 
central program, the rapid rhythm of production meant that it was rarely a monolith. Yet mass 
culture was also heterogeneous because to achieve its goal of financial gain, it adopted variety as 
its central premise. Providing something for everyone and for every taste, even if the differences 
between products were sometimes illusory, was a business strategy designed to attract as many 
paying consumers as possible, and to turn them into brand loyalists of the producer or institution 
in question. As cultural producers offered their readerships and audiences products with internal 
variety, this variety became a common-ground demand of consumers upon mass culture. 
The promotion of and insistence upon variety was closely tied to another cultural 
transformation of the period: the large-scale recasting of culture as entertainment (diversión). 
This transformation had its roots in the late-nineteenth century, with the popularization of the 
feuilleton, the modernization of the mass press, the spread of the variety show, and the rise of the 
teatro por horas. This process only intensified in the new century. Entertainment literature, Sarlo 
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writes, brought about “una revolución en las modalidades de lectura: se pasaba de una lectura 
intensiva, practicada por un público más refinado y próximo al campo intelectual, a una lectura 
extensiva, que no acostumbraba volver a las páginas favoritas de un libro ya leído antes, sino que 
transitaba velozmente de un folleto a otro. Lectura veloz, más de placer que de aprendizaje; 
lectura para gozar, para comentar con los pares y estar enterado” (El imperio 61). To read for 
entertainment, in other words, implied pleasure-seeking, staying in the loop (often, but not 
always, in an urban environment), trying to make sense of the constantly changing present, and 
reading quickly and for brief periods of time.30 The recasting of culture as entertainment 
extended to, and was perfected by, other cultural ventures of the period, including theater, film, 
amusement parks, and the radio. This dissertation explores the tools such cultural ventures used 
to expand their market share through entertainment: variety, novelty, brevity, immediacy, 
familiarity, amiability, levity, and affordability. Even as mass culture encouraged consumers to 
demand these qualities of the cultural activities and products they spent their time and money on, 
it encouraged them to view the world through the logic of spectacle, according to which anything 
or anyone, given the mass cultural treatment, could be transformed into entertainment. This 
notion of culture as entertainment, however, often conflicted with views of culture espoused by 
nationalists, educators, aesthetes, or political activists, whose criticisms of entertainment culture 
entered mass culture itself. 
When culture was recast as entertainment, it definitively entered the market as a 
consumer good, produced for profit. These included many books and periodicals, whose material 
characteristics, which allow them to be produced and circulated relatively cheaply as consumer 
goods, make them a privileged instance of the incorporation of culture into the market. The idea 
                                                
30 See Rogers 32, 38, 48-50, 66 for reading practices with Caras y Caretas, and Saítta 72, on Crítica. 
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of culture as consumer good, however, extends beyond a strict definition of the term “good” or 
“commodity” to that of purchasing participation in cultural activities, where entertainment is 
available for purchase for the price of a ticket to a performance or film, an issue of a periodical, 
or a mass-marketed book. The massivity of this culture was such that even Caras y Caretas 
suggested, in 1917, that theatrical production had swelled to industrial levels to satisfy consumer 
demand, in what they called a “fábrica de sainetes, zarzuelas y revistas.”31 Indeed, as this 
dissertation will discuss, while the transformation of culture into a for-profit entertainment 
venture and a consumer good made it possible for more aspiring artists to make a living at 
writing or performing, it also provoked frequent criticisms of the industrialization of culture and 
the mercantilism of producers. 
Even as culture was incorporated into the market, the idea of culture, historically 
associated with the privilege of leisure time and the constitution of the nation, retained a certain 
prestige. The cultural dynamic of the period, indeed, was permeated by what I call “cultured 
consumption.” I use this term to refer to a loose complex of consumption practices that emerged 
in Argentina around the turn of the century, in which consumer goods, cultural objects, and 
participation in activities acquired representational power as signifiers of taste, status, and 
national belonging. Cultured consumption, of course, was not the only type of consumption in 
Argentina during this period, but I argue that it was the dominant ideal of consumption in early 
                                                
31 This case is cited by González Velasco, who dedicates a chapter of her book to the question of whether 
there truly existed, as the Caras y Caretas article suggests, a mass-scale industrial production of works of 
theater in Argentina (159). Though there were certainly a proliferation of works written and produced in 
the period, it seems that describing the output as factory-like was going a bit too far. Nevertheless, the 
perception that this was the case, even in a popular magazine like Caras y Caretas, indicates that the idea 
of culture as consumer good was indeed the subject of widespread debate. 
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twentieth-century Buenos Aires. Thus, anyone who was a consumer in Buenos Aires at the 
time—that is, everyone—inevitably participated to a greater or lesser extent in it.32 
Cultured consumption, however, was not homogeneous. Through participation in it, 
porteños asserted their ascription to a certain set of potentially competing values and desires, 
including upward mobility, refinement, good taste, economy, financial security, comfort, and 
family unity. Indeed, drawing upon Katherine Grier’s lively study of Victorian-era American 
parlors and middle-class identity, we might say that cultured consumption was characterized by a 
tension between two worldviews: one proposed a form of social aspiration based on the 
performance of gentility and refinement, modeled upon aristocratic practices; the other defended 
a middle-class ideal of comfortable domesticity and family-centered values (see Grier 2, 103-07). 
Thus, cultured consumption helps us better understand that if, as Rocchi argues, Argentine 
consumption of the period was defined by middle-class ideals—social ascent (the unifying 
feature of the otherwise ill-defined middle classes), the emulation of the elite, comfort, and 
thrift—that, with limits, expanded to the working classes,33 these values were often in tension 
                                                
32 This conceptualization of cultured consumption as a manifestation of a dominant culture is greatly 
inspired by Katherine Grier’s understanding of Victorianism: “Not all nineteenth-century Americans were 
Victorians. Many immigrants, for example, certainly were not Victorian, nor were generations of their 
working-class descendants. Yet . . . Victorianism embraced a set of symbols to which all other cultural 
groups in the nations responded. Non-Victorian Americans had on some level to be conversant with this 
dominant culture even if they retained their own cultural forms” (3). 
 
33 On social ascent as the key feature of the middle classes, see “Americanización” 154. On the centrality 
of the middle class in defining Argentine consumption patterns, see Chimneys “The Market as an Object 
of Desire,” especially 62-65. Rocchi writes: “Incomes certainly were a restriction, but the entire world of 
consumption was steeped in an increasingly middle-class mentality. This environment reached down the 
social ladder to the less fortunate who, in the land of recent arrival, were eager to climb as soon as 
possible. In the creation of an expanding middle class, consumption habits played a crucial role in 
changing social values that fostered a calculated spending”: on the one hand, spending that imitated the 
wealthy, and on the other a valorization of thrift and saving, “a means for further consumption” (63-64). 
In “La Americanización” he shows how this consumer mentality penetrated down to the working classes, 
even in an anarcho-syndicalist daily such as Bandera Proletaria, which organized raffles that offered 
home goods, clothing, and accessories that responded to an “ideal del confort obrero” as prizes (152-53). 
These phenomena share features with what Rocchi, using a term coined by Thomas Hine, calls 
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with each other. Representations of cultured consumption tried to balance, often unsuccessfully, 
competing ideals: a cultured consumer aspired to appear well-off and respectable, and perhaps in 
so appearing, actually achieve that status,34 but it also emphasized practical, non-ostentatious 
investments said to contribute to long-term family stability. The term, thus, recognizes the elite, 
the culto as significant tastemakers in the period, while hinting at the sense in which, for many, 
the democratization of access to their culture and consumption patterns implied a certain artifice 
or, to use a term of the era, simulation. The external form of this simulation was cursilería: the 
tackiness or visible bad taste of gauche aspirants, regardless of their class. Nevertheless, even as 
mass culture ridiculed this form of superficial materialism, it did not question the value of 
accumulation itself; indeed, according to the premises of cultured consumption, ownership of 
material goods was an essential part of modern life. 
At the crux of this tension was a debate about national identity. In other words, cultured 
consumption affirmed that by purchasing certain products and participating in certain activities, 
consumers could be authentically and patriotically Argentine.35 Nevertheless, how argentineidad 
was to reconcile refinement and moderation, performance and authenticity, and public and 
private activity was less clear. The idea of cultured consumption, then, not only draws upon 
Bourdieu’s idea of consumption as a tool for social distinction, essential in the anonymous and 
                                                
“populuxe” goods and services: “cheap copies of aristocratic items, products that are not desired for their 
own value but as a symbol of a lifestyle” (Rocchi, Chimneys 73). 
 
34 Ponce de Leon makes a similar argument about the nineteenth-century US: the performance of public 
personas became seen as “tools in . . . efforts to achieve upward mobility,” giving rise to what he calls “a 
virtual epidemic of people—mostly from the middle classes—seeking to pass as higher in status than they 
actually were, hoping that if they appeared to belong to the social circle to which they aspired they would 
eventually gain admission to it” (27). 
 
35 This idea is partly inspired by Jean-Christophe Agnew’s observation that “there is an important 
historical and theoretical distinction . . . between a concept of citizenship framed around religion and 
republicanism and a concept of citizenship framed around an ‘American Way of Life’, especially when 
that way of life is defined as a shifting ensemble of cultural and material commodities” (33). 
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visually democratic metropolis, but also proposes consumption as a means of assimilation. 
Cultured consumption was, thus, both progressive and conservative, aspirational and protective 
of the status quo; in it, standards of taste took on moral and even political connotations. Through 
it, culture was both democratized and limited according to a set of sometimes competing 
standards and values. 
Cultured consumption can be found throughout Argentine mass culture of the period, 
including in print culture. The magazines, like Caras y Caretas, that beginning around 1890 
sought to attract “nuevas capas de lectores reclutados en la clase media urbana” (Rivera 230, see 
also Rama 116) attempted to both evoke the prestige associated with high culture and promote 
middle-class values of economy. The fiction magazines that began to proliferate in the mid-
1910s, for example, attempted to give themselves the shine of literary prestige by marketing 
themselves as publications of “novels” (Sarlo, El imperio 60), while in fact serving up a host of 
inexpensive and entertaining stories of varied genres and qualities capable of being consumed by 
a wide readership during their commute or brief periods stretches of free time. Editorial projects 
such as Biblioteca “La Nación” or La Cultura Argentina aimed to make “cultured” works 
accessible to middle-class readers in affordable books available beyond elite literary circuits 
(Rivera 338) or, in relatively more expensive volumes, capitalized on interest in the personal 
library as a status symbol, often to promote their founders’ educational and commercial goals.36 
                                                
36 For general information about these editorial projects, see Rivera, “La forja del escritor profesional.” 
On Centenary-era libraries, see Parada. Reading an advertisement by J. Walker Thompson published in 
Caras y Caretas in 1910, he observes that “el mensaje publicitario era inequívoco: una biblioteca no sólo 
consistía en un conjunto de libros para leer, era además una afirmación categórica de la posición ligada 
con el poder adquisitivo y con el nivel de vida. En definitiva (y acaso en esto radique lo paradójico de la 
situación), la apariencia de leer era tan importante como la lectura misma” (124). On this phenomenon in 
the late-nineteenth century, see Batticuori. Talking about a scene from the Eugenio Cambaceres novel 
Pot-pourri, she writes about “dos imágenes prominentes: la biblioteca falsa de libros pintados y la 
lectura impostada. Es decir, un simulacro y una pose pretendidamente cultas que podemos encontrar 
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Cultured consumption both addressed and exacerbated one of the fundamental dilemmas 
of modern life, as articulated memorably by writers such as Georg Simmel around the turn of the 
century: urban anonymity. In the populous city, of course, people frequently crossed paths with 
strangers whose social status, national origin, or political beliefs were not necessarily apparent. 
Mass production only magnified this problem: the shift toward mass-produced ready-made attire 
after the turn of the century created a trend toward “visual democratization” in which “social 
differences tended to melt visually in the exteriority of the public world” (Rocchi, Chimneys 66-
67). Though such visual democratization, furthered by cultured consumption, could generate 
opportunity, the difficulty of distinguishing between gente decente and social aspirants or even 
criminals preoccupied many Argentines, especially the elite. One of their responses was to set 
out to distinguish themselves by developing new consumption patterns (Rocchi 77). 
Furthermore, though dreams of social betterment for oneself and one’s family through economy, 
hard work, and the cultivation and display of good taste was one of the key elements of the 
middle-class value system disseminated in large part through mass-culture, this dream was met 
with concerns about social mobility in excess, condensed in widespread criticisms and parodies 
of arribismo (social climbing), simulation, and cursilería (tackiness or bad taste).37 
Where such a vast array of cultural activities and consumer goods were available, 
competition for porteños’ time and money was fierce. Even though the commercial success of 
                                                
también en otras épocas de la vida moderna, porque retratan la ambición de cualquier burgués que se 
precie de aparentar el saber de los doctos o la sensibilidad de los buenos lectores de literatura” (424). 
 
37 Many scholars have discussed the anxieties about simulation that were common in Argentina during the 
turn-of-the-century period, expressed by intellectuals such as José Ingenieros, José María Ramos Mejía, 
and Manuel Gálvez. It was also a common topic in literature, theater, and film. See, for example, the 
treatment of the topic by the humorists Enrique Loncán (“El optimismo de los ‘guarangos’,” “Rezongos 
de un neurasténico,” etc.) and Arturo Cancela (“El culto de los héroes”), the play El distinguido 
ciudadano (José Antonio Saldías and Raúl Casariego), and Saldías’s story “¡Porca América!” Many other 
examples exist. See Prieto and Rivera on the case of Juan Moreira. 
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one product over another was in many instances the work of chance, producers employed a 
variety of novel techniques to attract the attention of potential publics and transform their 
product into a bestseller or hit. Though early forms of advertising had existed in Argentina since 
colonial times, modern advertising began at the end of the nineteenth century, which saw the 
founding of the country’s first advertising agency as well as the magazine Caras y Caretas, one 
of the first (and certainly one of the most successful) popular magazines that would seek to fund 
their publication through advertising revenue.38 From the turn of the century onward, producers 
tried out a series of advertising practices to attract consumers: print advertising in periodicals; 
advertisements in public space (parks, walls, stadiums, theater curtains, sandwichboard men) and 
on public transit; mailing lists; competitions in which artists and designers designed promotional 
posters for brands; the inclusion of vouchers in packaging, redeemable for prizes, especially by 
cigarette companies; the creation of exclusive editions of products for special occasions, like the 
Centenary; advertising shorts played before films; radio ads and jingles.39  
Advertising aimed to directly connect producers to consumers, encouraging them to view 
consumption as a personal, intimate decision.40 Periodicals and the radio furthered this intimacy 
by bringing advertising into the home itself, where consumers could absorb and discuss 
information about products not only during their leisure time, but also in their private space. By 
selecting which products to purchase, advertisers claimed, Argentines were acting as “sovereign” 
consumers who could improve their quality of life and realize their personalities through their 
                                                
38 For histories of advertising in Argentina, see Borrini, et al, and Rocchi, “Inventando.” Borrini and his 
co-authors cite 1898 as the year the first advertising firm was founded in Argentina, by the Austrian Juan 
Ravenscroft (34-35, 37), but Rocchi identifies its founding as having occurred in 1889 (306). 
 
39 See Borrini 36-38 and Rocchi, “Inventando” 305-317. 
 
40 See Rocchi, “Inventando.” Jackson Lears similarly affirms, of the US, that “in an increasingly 
impersonal marketplace, advertisers were more and more preoccupied with casting a haze of pseudo-
intimacy over the relations between producer and consumer” (289). 
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expert purchasing decisions. As Jackson Lears writes, about advertising in the US context, 
“corporations hired ad agencies to surround mass-produced goods with an aura of uniqueness, to 
show a herd of consumers how they could create a sense of individuality by buying things that 
were essentially the same” (270). 
Where so many similar options were available, brand names were relied upon to establish 
a relationship of trust between producer and consumer, where the brand name “se convirtió en un 
signo distintivo de calidad y resultados garantizados” (Rocchi, “Inventando” 308; see also 
Chimneys 77-83 and “Americanización” 161). This included the frequent use of images of 
famous people and idealized national figures in advertisements to suggest quality.41 That is, the 
trick was to turn people not only into regular consumers of certain products, but into brand 
loyalists as well, who would associate the generic product with the brand and that brand with the 
realization of their dreams, desires, and happiness. Advertising encouraged this type of personal, 
affective relationship with brands. 
These advertising practices were not limited to ordinary consumer goods, but extended to 
culture as well. To attract potential readers and spectators, books, periodicals (especially their 
special issues), performances, and films were advertised as boasting a variety of appealing traits: 
quality, entertainment value, argentineidad, their popularity amongst certain social groups. This 
was made possible in part due to the sense that advertisement, itself, could be a form of 
                                                
41 Rocchi, in “Inventando,” tells an entertaining anecdote about two publicity campaigns carried out in 
Argentina by the US company Escuelas Internacionales. The first campaign tried to sell their 
correspondence courses in ads that included visual depictions of average Argentines (a strategy that had 
been met with success in the US), and was a resounding failure. Their next campaign, designed with the 
help of local consultants, included images of famous men like Sarmiento and Edison, to great success 
(308-309). Those figures connoted an intelligence and success that correspondence course students would 
have hoped to attain. 
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entertainment.42 At the same time, periodicals, publishers, star performers, venues, theater or 
production companies, and writers recast themselves as brands that provided a consistent type of 
content. Like other brands, the institutions and producers of mass culture promised Argentines 
that in becoming regular readers or spectators of their product they were acting as sovereign 
consumers making a democratic choice about how to spend their time and money. In this way, 
cultural producers and institutions created market niches and assembled regular publics. Within 
this context, choosing between different cultural brands implied declaring one’s adherence to 
certain beliefs or belonging to certain social groups: a representation of the social status and 
personality one claimed to have or aspired to make reality. 
The authorial brand was part of a larger culture of celebrity that took hold in Argentina in 
the period. Fame, as scholars such as Richard Sennett, Leo Braudy, Joseph Roach, Fred Inglis, 
and Sharon Marcus have shown, far from being a merely visual, surface-level phenomenon, is 
inextricably tied to public intimacy and the rise of (the) personality, which postulates continuities 
between appearance and self. By the early twentieth century, celebrity had replaced earlier 
notions of renown and gained widespread visibility in a growing number of social practices and 
spaces. Charles Ponce de Leon, in fact, argues that celebrity is part and parcel of—indeed, one of 
the key features of—mass culture: the visibility and noteworthiness of the celebrity serves as 
counterweight to the anonymity of modern life and the mass press.43 Celebrity, in short, may be 
seen as the result of attention-capture techniques: a constant shift between distance and 
                                                
42 See Lears 293-294 and Rocchi, “Inventando” 310-311, where he describes the cortinas eléctricas, a 
form of street advertising predating the neon sign, as “una de las maravillas urbanas” (311), advertising 
shorts played before feature films, and public enthusiasm for the publicity campaigns mounted by 
cigarette brands involving collecting parts of word games from packaging. 
 
43 See Sennett. In the Latin American context, both Ramos and Rotker read the chronicle as a form of 
resistance to the anonymity of the mass press. See See Ramos 133, Rotker 106, Roman 29. 
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proximity, surface and depth, as well as between scales, through which individuals are portrayed 
as noteworthy. 
Celebrity had varied uses within Argentine mass culture of the early twentieth century. 
Writers and intellectuals took advantage of (and fomented) interest in celebrity to portray 
themselves as privileged mediators between the common man and the famous, often casting 
themselves as celebrities in turn. Brands of all sorts shared success stories and how-to guides to 
encourage consumers to believe that they, too, could become famous (and enjoy the benefits of 
celebrity)—a dream that purchase of their product would help make reality. Of course, the 
message that anyone could enjoy their fifteen minutes or become an instant bestseller was 
subject to frequent qualification and limitation. Because celebrity was one of the most visible 
means of social ascent in the new cultural dynamic, it became a common motif through which 
narratives of aspiration and social mobility were assessed and debated. Cautionary tales about 
dreams of fame and criticisms of social climbing, which could be found throughout mass culture, 
suggested that there were proper and improper ways of bettering one’s position in society: the 
latter might entail the abandonment of family values or an obsession with money that eclipsed all 
else, including good taste. In this way, fame contributed to the transformation of the relationship 
between production and consumption, and between the writer or intellectual and the consumer, 
in the new cultural dynamic. 
Mass culture complicated the relationship between public and private life. In Jürgen 
Habermas’s classic work on the public sphere in Western Europe, he argues that with the 
emergence of the mass press in the nineteenth century, the critical discussion of politics and art 
characteristic of the bourgeois public sphere was replaced with what he calls “ ‘immediate 
reward news’ ” uniformly “dressed up with all the accoutrements of entertainment literature,” 
 
  40 
where “the rigorous distinction between fact and fiction” is abandoned (170). Both political 
debate and culture became commodities, “served up … as a ready-made convenience, patterned 
and predigested” (169) that privileged “stimulating relaxation” over “public use of reason” (170; 
see also 164 on politics). Thus, for Habermas, the public sphere under bourgeois mass culture is 
only “pseudo-public” (162), a place where culture “leaves no lasting trace” (166) and true critical 
debate and political participation are replaced with advertising (175). 
This theory has been revisited in the Latin American context, where the modernization of 
journalism occurred on a later timeframe than in Western Europe (or the United States). Scholars 
including Rama and Rogers, referencing Habermas, emphasize the “illusory” nature of the public 
sphere and of the “democratic” participation solicited from the reader—in reality, a mere 
consumer.44 For both Rama and Rogers, democratic political action constitutes the opposite of 
consumption: for Rama the bourgeois public sphere under mass culture makes participation 
impossible, and for Rogers the modes of participation proposed by mass culture are shams. 
The Habermasian readings, which nostalgically idealize a lost public sphere generated by 
non-State actors, tell an illustrative but limited story about the transformation of the public and 
private spheres. In Buenos Aires, as Adrián Gorelik observes in his groundbreaking book La 
grilla y el parque: Espacio público y cultura urbana en Buenos Aires, 1887-1936, “debemos 
entender la formación y el funcionamiento de un espacio público metropolitano admitiendo que 
en buena medida buscó construirse ‘desde arriba’, con el declarado objetivo de darle forma a una 
sociedad que el reformismo estatal percibía en riesgo de atomización” (22). These state-
supported changes took the form of what Gorelik, drawing upon Natalio Botana Jr., refers to as 
                                                
44 Rama describes commercial journalism as an object that promotes “un concepto de ‘lo público’ que 
excluye la discusión y la participación” (99). Rogers joins Habermas (and Adorno and Horkheimer) in 
highlighting the “illusory” nature of “el imaginario participativo” that incorporated “al lector como figura 
activa y demandante”: it was, in her words, “una compensación al auténtico rol del ‘público enorme y 
anónimo’, cuyo único cometido indispensable era el de ser consumidor” (18). 
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“conservative reformism”: a conservative ethics that “procura reconciliar un hecho inevitable de 
democratización con un puñado de valores cuyo predominio es menester conservar y hasta 
acrecentar” (qtd. in Gorelik 45). His book instead studies the conformation of a metropolitan 
public space in Buenos Aires between the 1887 expansion of the federal capital and the 400-year 
anniversary of the city’s first founding in 1936. Because of its focus on public space, however, 
the book rarely investigates the relationship between public and private life in the period. 
Other understandings of the public and private spheres may, in this sense, be more 
analytically helpful. Richard Sennett points out that in eighteenth-century Europe “ ‘public’ … 
came to mean a life passed outside the life of family and close friends; in the public region 
diverse, complex social groups were to be brought into ineluctable contact. The focus of this 
public life was the capital city” (17). The private, in contrast, was the realm of the family and the 
home. David Riesman, in The Lonely Crowd, argues that in the first half of the twentieth century 
the urban-dwelling upper middle classes in the United States were characterized by a shift from 
what he calls “inner-direction” to “other-direction,” where “their contemporaries are the source 
of direction for the individual” (22).45 Sennett, for his part, claims that the last century witnessed 
“the fall of public man.”46 Yet as Stephen Kern astutely points out, “we can observe in this 
period both a greater interpenetration and a greater separation of the two worlds” of the public 
and the private spheres (191), where Riesman and Sennett’s arguments “must be understood as a 
                                                
45 Though Riesman’s language and generalizations read as strikingly out of date at this point, his 
arguments have maintained theoretical weight. Rama makes a similar argument in Las máscaras 
democráticas del modernismo, where he argues that the mask is the most representative figure of the 
period, and the dominant attitude was that of feigning and pretending. See chapter three. 
 
46 Sennett’s argument, it must be noted, overlaps with Habermas’s in this regard: he argues that the rise of 
the personality and of the obsession with sharing intimate details of one’s life in late nineteenth-century 
Europe replaces publicness, in a Habermasian sense, and debilitates political action. That said, Sennett’s 
focus on cultural shifts far beyond those of journalism and politics makes his work much more useful to 
me than Habermas’s in thinking the public/private. 
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historical and dialectical interaction” (345). The private realm had become, Ponce de Leon points 
out, the place where “many men and women invested their emotional energy and expected relief 
from the alienating demands of the modern workplace,” and where “a person might pursue his 
true interests and express himself in ways that were impossible on the job” (37). At the same 
time, individuals looked to mass culture—including brands, public figures such as celebrities, 
theater, film, and periodicals—to determine how to live both their public and private lives. 
Argentine mass culture of the period frequently grappled with the consequences of this shift. 
Predictably, the transformations wrought by mass culture and consumer society were not 
accepted unambivalently by writers and intellectuals, even within mass culture. This dissertation 
questions the argument, deriving from a tradition of leftist criticism, that mass culture is marked 
by the absence of a critical posture toward cultural modernization. Instead, I argue that criticism 
and ambivalence about the effects of cultural modernization is not atypical among participants in 
mass culture, but rather ubiquitous: it is a byproduct of the tension-filled incorporation of culture 
into the market. This topic will appear throughout the dissertation as I explore both the expansion 






Chapter one, “Caras y Caretas: An Entertainment Taste-Maker,” carries out a case study of that 
general-interest magazine between its founding in 1898 and around 1920. The chapter argues 
that Caras y Caretas fashioned itself as, and became, one of the Argentine cultural landscape’s 
leading architects of twentieth-century entertainment culture. It articulated a conceptualization of 
entertainment new to the local cultural landscape, according to which entertainment should make 
information, novelty, and a range of experience both local and international accessible to a 
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heterogeneous public, and in doing so, initiated Argentines into a mass culture that was both 
fundamentally local and cosmopolitan, commercial and altruistic, democratic and genteel. In 
encouraging readers to view their daily lives through the logic of spectatorship this entertainment 
culture relied upon, Caras y Caretas not only assembled one of Argentina’s first mass publics, 
but facilitated this process for other ventures of the period, cultural and otherwise. 
  The second chapter, “The Theater Industry and the Market of Cultural Value,” explores 
the contentious transformation of culture into consumer good, with a focus on the género chico 
(plays and revues geared toward working and middle-class audiences) of the 1910s and 1920s. 
Through an examination of journalistic writing about the remuneration of cultural work and 
theater reviews, I argue that the género chico became a key site of debate about this cultural 
transformation because, according to critics and playwrights, in taking up the mantle of culture 
as entertainment, it threatened to transform all of theater (an established aesthetic form) into yet 
another consumer good, subject to market forces. The chapter shows that the género chico’s 
adoption of variety’s crowd-pleasing strategy trained its working and middle-class spectators to 
see mass culture as capable of satisfying their heterogeneous desires, and in doing so, assembled 
a mass audience that prefigured and complemented that of the radio. The chapter concludes with 
a discussion of the emergence of the brand-name author, who embraced the conception of culture 
as consumer good. 
  Chapter three, “Cultured Consumers and Entertainment’s Home (Away from Home),” 
focuses on the entrance of consumption and entertainment into the home and private sphere. 
Through an examination of advertisements for housing lots, furniture, and home goods, celebrity 
interviews, and narratives published in mass-circulation periodicals, this chapter argues that 
Argentine mass-circulation periodicals of the period both carried out an education in what I call 
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“cultured consumption” and transformed that model of consumption into entertainment. I argue 
that this entailed, on the one hand, the subsumption of bourgeois domesticity under the 
entertainment industry and consumer culture and, on the other, culture’s reassertion of its social 
and moral custodianship over Argentine society. 
  Through an exploration of celebrity profiles, acting and writing contests, advice literature 
on writing and performing, and narratives about aspiring performers and writers, the final 
chapter, “Success Stories and Cautionary Tales: Celebrity and the Limits of Cultural 
Democratization,” examines the blurring between production and consumption in Argentine 
mass culture of the period. I argue that even as mass culture democratized the promise of 
becoming a cultural producer, it subjected that democratization to constant qualifications and 
limitations drawn from a bourgeois value system. Because celebrity was one of the most visible 
means of social ascent in the new mass cultural dynamic, it became a common plot device 
through which narratives of social ascent were assessed and debated. The cautionary tales 
studied in this chapter affirm that the democratization of fame and the illusions generated by the 
success stories of celebrities have generated misplaced aspirations of creative success on the 
stage, page, or screen that often lead to the dissolution of the bourgeois family and the violation 
of its values. Even as they delimit and qualify aspiration in this way, however, the texts tend to 
ultimately uphold the structural dimensions of mass culture and celebrity, such that their own 
success within the market may be possible. 
  In the conclusion, I show, through a close reading, how mass culture had transformed 
both public and private life by the 1940s. I also look at the repercussions of the mass cultural 
dynamic in the political sphere in two key historical moments: the Infamous Decade and Juan D. 
Perón’s first election to the presidency. 
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CHAPTER 1. Caras y Caretas: An Entertainment Taste-Maker 
 
On the occasion of its tenth anniversary, the weekly magazine Caras y Caretas (Faces and 
Masks) took the opportunity to recount an anecdote from its first year of existence. “Cuentan 
nuestros amigos,” it begins—one can almost imagine Carlos Correa Luna, the writer tasked with 
committing this anniversary celebration to print, leaning conspiratorially toward his reader—; 
“Cuentan nuestros amigos, que cuando hace diez años, apareció el número uno de CARAS Y 
CARETAS, dijeron las damas: 
“—¡Por fin vamos á enterarnos de la política sin aburrirnos!” 
“ ‘¡Enterarnos . . . Sin aburrirnos! . . .’ ” 
Correa cannot help himself; he repeats the phrase, for this, indeed, is truly astonishing: Those 
women, typically chatty, have for once hit the nail upon the head. “ ‘Enterarnos. . . Sin 
aburrirnos. . .’  He ahí verdaderamente nuestro programa” (Luna). Keeping readers in the know, 
without boring them: this tongue-in-cheek representation of the magazine’s project of informing, 
through entertainment, was characteristic of a magazine that over the course of a decade had, as 
it would write on the occasion of its twentieth anniversary, “vivido del público y para el público” 
(“XX aniversario”). 
Caras y Caretas had always, so house lore told, forged its own path. The men behind the 
periodical did not content themselves with merely releasing the first issue into the world; instead, 
the magazine appeared in the form of a four-page circular in August 1898 that announced its 
forthcoming publication. The new periodical, which took its name from the short-lived weekly 
Eustaquio Pellicer had founded in Montevideo in 1890, was to be edited by Pellicer and directed 
by renowned journalist (and presidential scion) Bartolomé Mitre y Vedia, though the latter would 
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be replaced, by the first issue, with La Nación contributor José S. Álvarez (Fray Mocho).47 In an 
open letter to the “lector de nuestras esperanzas y respetos,” the circular announces that “con 
planes de iluso, con anhelos de cándido, con falsa idea de negocios ó con exagerado concepto de 
la propia suficiencia, hétenos aquí embarcados en la empresa de agregar un nuevo periódico á la 
muy larga lista de los existentes” (“Éramos pocos” 1). Despite the existence of those other 
periodicals, the magazine had, so it claimed on its first anniversary, “ningún antecedente” 
(“Caras” 18)—no direct local one, at least, we might correct. In a cultural scene in which neither 
dry daily papers, nor caustically satirical political magazines, nor saccharine literary publications 
could satisfy the nation’s still-adolescent readership, a new type of publication was required. 
The hopes of the founders, as laid out in their letter to readers, would not be in vain, as 
Caras y Caretas would become a long-term player in Argentine journalism and culture, 
maintaining a readership of as many as 500,000 to 750,000 people for much of its forty-one year 
existence, spawning a high-end monthly supplement (Plus Ultra), helping launch the careers of 
Argentine writers such as Juan José de Soiza Reilly and Enrique Méndez Calzada, and elevating 
the work of writers like Evaristo Carriego to iconic status. 
                                                
47 “Bartolito,” the former director of La Nación and son of its founder, apparently stepped down before 
the publication of the first issue because of concerns that his involvement would besmirch the family 
name (Rogers 112). 
Geraldine Rogers, in her study of the magazine, tells an anecdote about the founding of the magazine 
recounted by Roberto Payró in his memoir Evocaciones de un porteño viejo. The anecdote remembers a 
project undertaken by Álvarez in 1895 to resell junk collected from the city’s garbage dumps. For Rogers, 
this project shares an “afinidad . . . con la lógica y el método del magazine que se concretará poco 
después de la creación de la revista: reciclar elementos usados y en cierta medida devaluados, concentrar 
en un solo lugar materiales dispersos y agruparlos de manera sistemática para destinarlos a nuevos 
consumos” (29). Though there is certainly something to this description—every project borrows from 
those that preceded it, after all—Rogers’ framing of the magazine’s project as recycling or reusing 
familiar, oft-devalued materials misrepresents, in my opinion, the extent to which Caras y Caretas 
presented itself as a novel undertaking, and its contents as novelties. For similar conceptualizations of 
other Argentine cultural projects (that is, to Rogers on Caras y Caretas), see Beatriz Sarlo on bricolage in 
El Mundo and Quiroga (La imaginación técnica) and Graciela Speranza’s century-spanning Fuera del 
campo. 
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The magazine’s greatest legacy in the annals of Argentine cultural history, however, is its 
coherent, and pioneering, proposal for Argentine culture in the era of mass culture. At the core of 
this proposal was a conceptualization of entertainment new to the local cultural landscape, 
according to which entertainment should make information, novelty, and a range of experience 
both local and international accessible to a heterogeneous public, and in doing so, initiate 
Argentines into a mass culture that was both fundamentally local and cosmopolitan, commercial 
and altruistic, democratic and genteel. 
 This chapter explores the contours of that proposal as articulated, in both words and 
images, during the first two decades of the magazine’s existence. I look first at this proposal in 
general terms, and then take a closer look at two of the mass cultural enterprises regularly 
featured in the magazine in the 1900s and 1910s: the Casino, a music hall, and the Parque 
Japonés, an amusement park. By consistently and continually advancing its wide-ranging view of 
culture in the mass cultural era, Caras y Caretas fashioned itself as, and became, one of the 
Argentine cultural landscape’s leading architects of twentieth-century entertainment. What’s 
more, in encouraging readers to view their daily lives through the logic of spectatorship this 
entertainment relied upon, Caras y Caretas not only assembled one of Argentina’s first mass 
publics, but facilitated this process for other ventures of the period, cultural and otherwise. 
 In this regard, I consider the magazine to be more than just a cultural enterprise: it was a 
series of practices and tastes, a worldview—a way of life. Indeed, where the mass press “created 
the terms through which people might order and make sense of their experiences” (Schwartz 28), 
Caras y Caretas, through its articulation of entertainment as an organizing metaphor for 
engaging with the world, proposed a new model of argentineidad predicated on participation in 
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mass culture and the adoption of its worldview.48 Indeed, the glue that bound its readers together 
was not political allegiance, national origin, gender, age, class, or common interest, but rather a 
shared commitment to the principles of information, entertainment, culture, and consumption—
principles that the magazine was instrumental in instilling in its readers. By successfully 
portraying itself as the foremost expert in that culture and worldview, Caras y Caretas thus 
managed to secure a long-term readership who looked to the magazine to guide their assimilation 
into a society in the process of modernization. 
 
 
An Entertainment Proposal  
 
 
A decade before Correa described the magazine’s project as that of informing, but not boring 
readers, the founders of Caras y Caretas announced the weekly’s appearance on the Argentine 
cultural scene with the fanfare that would characterize mass culture of the new century. Their 
letter to the reader (as we will remember, of their hopes and deepest respect) declared that the 
magazine did not have, nor had any need of, a program: this magazine would be, as Geraldine 
Rogers points out, distinct from previous and contemporary periodicals that swore allegiance to a 
particular political, aesthetic, or cultural project.49 Yet, to consider this, as Rogers does, a 
“posición abiertamente antiprogramática” (32) is somewhat misleading: the guiding principles of 
the periodical are in the same circular laid out in no uncertain terms—and, we might argue, did 
in fact constitute a program of sorts. To begin with, there was the newly minted magazine’s 
                                                
48 Schwartz makes that claim about the mass press in nineteenth-century Paris. Rogers, Sarlo, and Saítta 
have all argued for the mass press’s urban-orienting function in modern Argentina. Consumption and 
entertainment were not the only terms of argentinidad set forth by the magazine. See Rogers, chapter 
four, for a discussion of politics, and chapter six, on the melting pot. 
 
49 This “marcaba un abismo de distancia entre Caras y Caretas y las publicaciones de corte político, 
estético o cultural” (32). 
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subtitle, Semanario festivo, literario, artístico y de actualidades (A Festive, Literary, Artistic, 
and Current-Events Weekly),50 in which the journalist-empresarios laid out their recipe for 
culture: the biggest part, festivity; another two parts, literary and artistic production and value; 
then, the novelty of the present; and finally, regular (here, weekly) availability. The privilege the 
full title grants to the adjective “festive” indicates not only the tone the magazine would strive to 
maintain, but also the importance its creators attributed to festivity as the organizing motif of the 
present. In other words, the festive character of the magazine points to its reading of the present 
as a series of entertaining current events that spice up the monotonous passing of time. 
Once such event was, of course, the publication of the magazine itself. Beneath the 
masthead, the proclamation “¡Ya estoy aquí!” declares the new periodical to be a much 
anticipated premiere: both theatralesque spectacle and proper (current) event. Their 
representative, depicted center-stage below in an illustration by artistic director Manuel Mayol, 
reinforces this spectacular portrayal of the magazine’s appearance. She is a woman in a 
Colombina costume, the props of her trade at hand: two spear-sized pens, an equally oversized 
inkwell, a Caras y Caretas libretto, and an assortment of caricaturesque male masks. She is 
counterpart, perhaps, to the allegorical representations of the Argentine Republic common during 
the period: in one representation, the Liberty on the May Pyramid, an Athena-like woman with a 
spear, shield, and Phrygian cap, whose shape this Colombina’s triangular hair echoes.51 She 
speaks to her compatriots, her public, not from a pedestal, but in a confidential, guileful manner: 
“Tendré siempre, y desde ahora, / una amiga en la lectora / y en el lector un amigo; pero mucho 
ojo conmigo, / porque soy muy habladora” (“Circular”). The magazine will address its readers 
                                                
50 The editors suggest as much: “No es, por otra parte, necesario el programa á una publicación que se 
presenta con los apelativos de festiva, artística y de actualidades, pues en ellos se condensa cuando 
pudiera decirse acerca de su índole, tendencias y plan de labor.” 
 
51 I am grateful to Graciela Montaldo for suggesting this connection to representations of the Republic. 
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not as an anonymous mass but as friends:52 a communication network organized around this 
female figure, where not even friends will be spared in the magazine’s pursuit of news and 
gossip, those favorite quarries of entertainment culture. As a warrior Colombina, with her many 
masks and adaptable wit, the magazine both inscribes itself into an artistic tradition (once 
popular, now canonical), and suggests that entertainment itself is inherently feminine:53 chatty 
and changeable, part trickster, part clown, part crusader. Invoking, with her, nineteenth-century 
images of the Republic, the magazine thus proposes an alternate representation of the nation that 
is not wholly drawn from high culture (here, French visual art and political thought), but rather is 
an irreverent hybrid of that tradition and those of popular culture (here, European popular 
theater). 
The editors’ letter to readers further develops the magazine’s proposal for culture in the 
era of mass culture. If Mayol’s cover illustration draws from European cultural traditions 
recognizable, perhaps, to readers through local referents, the editors’ letter situates the venture 
more firmly in local territory. Not only do the editors begin by referring to the niche they hope 
the weekly will carve out for itself among other available publications, but they do so in a 
distinctly local vocabularly—inviting readers, for example, to laugh with, or at, the magazine, 
depending on whether they find the jokes “agudezas” or “pavadas” (“Éramos pocos” 1). The 
two-fold letter is, what’s more, peppered with near a dozen illustrations, and signed with not the 
                                                
52 See Rogers 32. The editors, in their letter to readers, jokingly invite these friends to move into the 
premises on San Martín Street “si te animas á vivir estrecho” (“Éramos pocos” 2) 
 
53 This assumption is, too, in line with that of the early commedia dell’arte, where female roles were 
played by men (Dennis-Rigney 27). Mayol’s illustration suggests that the magazine, if female, will 
assume male masks as part of her project; yet these masks, with their goggly eyes and exaggerated 
features (perhaps caricatures of the actual collaborators), seem no more worthy of respect than she. On the 
character of Colombina, see Dennis-Rigney; Radulescu 89-91; Griffiths 101-2. 
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names of the editors, but with caricatures of their faces:54 a nod to the emphasis on the oft-comic 
visuality that would seek to appeal to the Argentine public’s multitudinous novice readers. Yet 
this appeal to a public of local readers was to be carried out, the editors promised, not only good-
naturedly, but also, more importantly, with good manners: “CARAS Y CARETAS aspira á que 
se le llame culto antes que jovial, pues no empece—como se dice ahora—que tenga buen humor, 
para que lo acompañe de buena crianza” (1).55 This aspiration to respectability would be a key 
characteristic of mass culture during the following decades, where even as culture become 
democratized, it still held tightly to a cache of elite status, worthy of aspiration (and the motor of 
much figuration). In the magazine, this prized gentility would include a healthy dose of 
cosmopolitanism, though neither would exclude the possibility of tribute to the local and the 
popular. Here, Caras y Caretas signaled its intention to model its version of cultured 
entertainment and consumption for readers. 
Finally, the editors turn their attention to “la parte más seria, que es la económica, aunque 
también en esto hemos querido echarlas de jocosos estableciendo una tarifa risible”—as they 
specify in a little ditty, however, subscriptions must be paid in advance (2). The prices for 
advertising space are also laid out. The magazine, even in this initial circular, emphasizes its 
triple character as entertainment, cultural, and financial venture. Or put otherwise: it affirmed 
that entertainment was inherently a commercial enterprise, and that their version of it was 
cultured. Thus, even as the magazine distanced itself from a model of journalism that owed 
allegiance to a particular political party, social cause, or aesthetic program, it articulated its own 
                                                
54 They are identifiable, left to right, as Eustaquio Pellicer, Bartolomé Mitre de Vedia, and José S. Álvarez 
(Fray Mocho). 
 
55 This attitude was distinct, for example, from that of the similarly miscellaneous PBT, founded in 1904 
by Caras y Caretas co-founder Eustaquio Pellicer: while Caras y Caretas insisted on good breeding, 
PBT, more satirical in nature, billed itself as a “seminario infantil ilustrado para niños de 6 á 80 años.” 
 
  52 
project that brought together a regular supply of newness and newsiness, gaiety and humor, 
variety, the luster of elite taste and status seasoned with local flavor, affordability and 
profitability: qualities that it would highlight, time and again over the following decades, as 
among the essential features of entertainment in Argentina. 
The magazine would achieve this, and thus further articulate its notion of entertainment 
culture, by fashioning itself according to a new model of commercial journalism that sought 
profits, in advertising and sales, by appealing to as vast and heterogeneous public of readers and 
browsers as possible (Rogers 62, 37). Putting into practice the model developed by mass-
circulation miscellanies like Harpers (US), Munsey’s Magazine (US), and Tit-Bits (England), 
Caras y Caretas provided its novelty-hungry readers a variety of easy-to-digest contents that 
offered something for all members of the family and broad sectors of the population.56 As the 
poet and editor Jorge Navarro Viola wrote in (an oft-quoted passage of) the 1896 edition of 
Anuario de la prensa argentina, describing the rationale of this modern journalistic mode: 
La competencia en todo y para todo se hace cada día más grande, y en este avance 
incesante, los rezagados son hombres que se pierden. Por eso, el público no tiene ya 
tiempo de leer; tiene sed de algo nuevo, sin embargo: desea estar al corriente de lo que 
pasa, no ya en el país sino en el mundo entero. Sus horizontes se han ensanchado y 
comprende de todo y de todo quiere: literatura y ciencia, política y filosofía, novedades y 
crónica social ó policial. Es, pues, menester satisfacer cada día sus variadas aficiones; 
pero como le queda poco tiempo que perder en su persecución de la fortuna, necesario es 
que todo se le sirva en una forma corta y concreta, aunando la concisión á los detalles. 
Aquellos artículos doctrinarios ó de tesis, ya no se leen; los de polémica suelen todavía 
                                                
56 See Rogers, especially 13-69. 
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interesar, á condición de que sean muy cortos y muy violentos ó satíricos, ¿pero quién se 
traga ahora un artículo político de cuatro columnas, como solían aparecer en los tiempos 
de antaño? 
El diletantismo de otro tiempo ha sido sustituido por la empresa periodística, y los 
diarios no se escriben ya para agradar á un hombre ó á un grupo, sino para satisfacer las 
exigencias de información que reclama el público. (22-23) 
This new journalistic model, recognizing that new strategies were needed to attract readers in the 
busy and fortune-hungry modern world, privileged variety and internationality, information and 
entertainment, clarity and brevity; its champions sought to capture the attention of potential 
readers and, setting themselves up as noteworthy providers of noteworthy contents, make them 
into regular paying publics. Where traditional periodicals had trafficked in opinions, limiting 
their audiences through political, ethnic, sociocultural, or linguistic boundaries, modern 
journalism primarily traded in a different commodity: information. But it was to be information 
served up in an entertaining format, which would both amuse and educate.57 
 As one such publication, Caras y Caretas promised to keep readers informed about the 
newest and most recent local and world events, inventions, consumer goods, cultural 
developments, and diversions, and to entertain them while doing so. It devoted itself 
enthusiastically to the business of “crowd-pleasing,” to borrow Vanessa Schwartz’s term, with 
sections on topics as diverse as the arts (literature, art, music, theater, film), sports (horse and 
automobile racing, soccer), social sciences (especially ancient history and archaeology), science 
and technology, politics (local and international), current events, fashion, and crime; formats 
                                                
57 In this way, it continued the national cultural project that had fueled expositional culture such as 
museums, panoramas, expositions, and holiday parades in the second half of the nineteenth century. In 
this period of continued immigration and internal migration, the parameters of sociocultural assimilation 
to Argentine society were still a work in progress. 
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ranging from the comic and the caricature (accessible even to those who could not read well or 
did not know Spanish well) to the poem and the short story; and registers that varied from 
lunfardo and cocoliche to the polished speech of illustrious artists and intellects. In consistently 
offering something for everyone at an affordable price, the magazine sought to turn readers into 
regular readers, and to accumulate them in abundance. Taking a cue from Schwartz, we might 
describe the magazine as a shared experience that “constituted a collective and then aimed to 
please it” (5, 27).58 
 The material characteristics of the magazine, furthermore, made possible its circulation in 
the market as a consumer good. Both the format of the magazine (26 cm x 17.5 cm) and the 
variable length of the contents, from single-panel comics to several-page features, meant that the 
magazine could easily be consumed in short sittings, easily digestible bites that could be snuck in 
between Argentines’ daily tasks.59 Throughout its four-decade run, the cost of an issue of Caras y 
Caretas, readily available at shops and kioscs around the city and in the interior, remained 
unchanged, at twenty cents—an affordable expenditure, the editors took pains to remind readers, 
especially for entertainment the whole family could enjoy all week. In this way, the magazine 
                                                
58 Here she is talking specifically about the newspaper in nineteenth-century Paris. She refers to the 
spectacles discussed in her book as a “shared visual experience” (5)—a formulation I find useful, except 
that I prefer not to limit it thusly in the context of early twentieth-century Argentina, where the shared 
experiences of entertainment culture go beyond the visual. 
 
59 Rogers calls it “una suerte de enciclopedia barata, entretenida, fácil de transportar y coleccionable para 
quienes no solían frecuentar librerías ni bibliotecas” (17). 
Transportability and, to a lesser extent, brevity, would be further employed by the theater and novella 
magazines that began to flourish in the late 1910s. Magazines such as El teatro nacional (f. 1910), 
Bambalinas (1918-1934), and La Escena (1918-1933) published recently premiered plays, many of which 
were the popular one-hour length, for twenty cents. Publications of “novelas semanales” like La Novela 
Semanal, La Novela del Día, and La Novela Argentina, published, weekly, stories of a few dozen pages in 
length in a variety of genres, for ten cents. Both were small enough to be easily read on a streetcar or 
subway commute by working Argentines. 
 
  55 
prepared readers to view culture as something that could be incorporated into the realm of 
everyday life and consumption. 
Their project was a success: by the end of its first decade, the print run of the magazine 
had expanded from twenty to around one hundred pages and its circulation from 15,000 to 
100,000 copies, split between Buenos Aires and the interior.60 Thanks to the magazine’s crowd-
pleasing strategy, its reach was reportedly several times greater than its circulation—shortly after 
the turn of the century, the magazine estimated that each copy reached five readers (Rogers 37-
38). If this was even half-true, the magazine likely had one of the largest and most heterogeneous 
readerships of any Argentine periodical of the time.61 
Caras y Caretas, in short, proposed a new sort of reading that, by calling for readers to 
put into practice the values and competencies they had gained through exposure to and 
participation in other areas of mass culture and modern life, reinforced that practical knowledge. 
Like the reader of a modern newspaper, of which La Prensa was the foremost Argentine 
example of the day, a reader of Caras y Caretas was to pay attention to the new, the 
international, and the informative; taking a cue from satirical periodicals like El Mosquito (1863-
                                                
60 The print numbers I am using (see Ludmer 275, Fraser 13) should be taken with a grain of salt, as they 
are those self-reported by the magazine. That said, we can assume that other publications of the period 
similarly overinflate their print numbers, so they still serve as a point of comparison. 
 
61 In May 1904, the magazine reported in an article about its new rotary press that its current circulation 
was 80,000 copies weekly, “cifra no igualada por otra publicación de su índole en Sud América” (“La 
rotativa” 46). A note, “‘Caras y Caretas’ juzgada en Europa” mentions the print run to be 100,000 in 
1910. On the occasion of the magazine’s fifteenth anniversary in 1912, it claimed a circulation of 120,000 
(“El 15 aniversario”). In September 1913 they published a chart of their weekly print runs for each week 
of that year, ranging between 112,036 and 133,204, but showing a general upward trend, with an August 
average of about 121,000 (“De semana en semana,” 6 Sept.). The next week they reported that their 
previous issue had sold 124,591 copies—a record for any non-special issue (“De semana en semana,” 13 
Sept.). Perhaps most accurate is the print run reported by the Anuario Industrial, reprinted in the 
magazine, of 100,000 copies in 1920 (“Del Anuario Industrial”). In 1923, the magazine claimed “el más 
grande tiraje de la república: 140.000 ejemplares! Es el país entero que nos lee y nos juzga” (Argus 92-
93). In a 1924 note on the benefits of advertising, the magazine estimated its print run at 150,000, and its 
readership at 750,000 (“La eficacia del ‘reclamo’ ”). 
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93), the reader was to assume a critically humorous perspective toward politics and society 
(though generally less combatively or polemically than such publications had); as they had when 
devouring the feuilletons wildly popular in the late-nineteenth century, they were to embrace the 
practice of reading as a diverting leisure activity accessible, thanks to a low price point, to ever 
expanding sectors of the population. Readers were also encouraged to draw from their daily 
experience as urbanites and spectatorship of performance arts like theater, circus, and variety: the 
first implied navigating a crowded, often anonymous world of myriad sensorial stimuli, 
consumer goods, and dialects and linguistic registers, and identifying noteworthy information 
among that morass; and the second, doing so as individuals in a group setting.62 By interpellating 
readers as participants in a modern mass culture, Caras y Caretas fashioned one of Argentina’s 
first mass publics, complimenting those that theater, variety, and film had begun to assemble 
during the same period, and would do on an even greater scale. Furthermore, it promised readers 
not only that participation in mass culture, as a reader, spectator, consumer, and sometimes even 
producer of other cultural goods and attractions, was desirable, but also it was contingent upon 
reading the magazine. In so doing, they were acting properly Argentine. 
This was the case not only for the magazine’s porteño readers, but also for subscribers 
from the provinces. Lauren Rabinovitz, writing about the role of amusement parks and early 
cinema in the United States, has argued that as metropolitan phenomena, they were one of the 
ways through which “the tentacles of industrial modernity required and reach out to the rural 
areas that fed the cities” (14): they helped ruralites “c[o]me to participate in and to understand 
‘the metropolitan condition’ without actually having lived in cities” (17-18). We might say the 
same of Caras y Caretas: one of the reasons it was so important was that, through its sensorial 
                                                
62 Prieto has observed that thanks to its variety of contents, reading Caras y Caretas was frequently less a 
solitary, individual activity than a family or group affair (41). 
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miscellany and emphasis on entertainment and consumer culture, it calibrated the interests and 
perception of even those many readers from the (literarily barbaric) interior to that of modern, 
essentially urban life. Furthermore, in encouraging readers to see themselves as members of a 
national public whose every taste could be satisfied by the magazine, Caras y Caretas helped 
pave the way for the populist forms of address that would define Peronism in the 1940s. 
The implied sub-subtitle of Caras y Caretas could thus have been, “A Guidebook to 
Modern Life”: it promised to instruct readers in the skills, tastes, and practices they would need 
to participate in entertainment culture, mass culture, and modern life more broadly. In this sense, 
thus, it exemplifies the didactic function of culture, which in mass culture borrows in equal parts 
from advice literature and self-promotion. The exact specifications of such know-how, however, 
was a matter of some contention, on which Caras y Caretas would supply its own two cents.  
One of those skills was the identification, among the busy sights and sounds of modern 
life and the abundant entertainments jostling for purchase in Argentines’ leisure time, of that 
which deserved their attention. Publication itself performed this function, where inclusion in the 
magazine was affirmation of a subject’s noteworthiness. Particular attention was paid to that 
which might amuse, delight, educate or elevate, thrill, surprise, or foster pathos—all responses 
that other entertainment ventures sought to elicit from audiences. Disasters were granted 
plentiful print space in photos and brief articles on the rubble of earthquakes, floods, and fires, 
sometimes including photos of their unfortunate victims, the images if not the language of the 
articles appealing to reader thirst for melodrama and human tragedy. Other photographed current 
events, images both taken by Caras y Caretas photographers and from wire services, modeled 
celebratory behavior: the pomp and circumstance of inaugurations or religious processions, the 
starched collars of honorary banquets and charity galas (whose most notable attendees were 
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often identified in captions), the flushed faces and Sunday best of neighborhood dances. Regular 
weekly sections on entertainments such as the theater, variety show, film, amusement park, and, 
later, radio indicated to readers how they should spend their leisure time, and how they should 
comport themselves while doing so. Articles on archaeological and technological discoveries 
directed reader attention to the culturing influence of both the old and the new. A parade of 
advertisements and features on inventions in accessible language and labeled schematics pointed 
readers toward the novel and the modern. And as the magazine had established in its initial 
circular, its own accomplishments were always notable, deserving of articles and photos that 
modeled a modern business: the installation of new presses, the construction of new offices, the 
daily tasks that comprised the making-of an issue, the attraction of famous readers, the 
engineering of an exclusive celebrity interview.63 This coverage not only attested to the 
                                                
63 The magazine published articles and photographs to mark milestones in the life of the periodical and to 
pull the curtain back on the production process: anniversaries, technical advancements like new printers 
(“La rotativa”), increases in page-numbers (Rogers 120), their new building (“La nueva casa de ‘Caras y 
Caretas’ ”). Many of these photographs featured the people behind the production of the magazine, such 
as the 1899 article celebrating the one-year anniversary of the magazine, which included photographs of 
staff from the director down to the humblest newsboy, including group photos of the staff in the building 
courtyard and the newsboys on a busy street (“Caras”), and, in the articles previously cited, photos of staff 
operating printers and other machines (for engraving, cleaning up blank spaces, beveling, planing, 
mounting negatives, binding, etc.), drawing, mounting type, and developing photographs—their main 
shortcoming being, as the writing wryly points out, the necessary absence of the photographer himself 
(“La nueva casa” 63). 
It bears noting that the magazine also celebrated such advances in compatriot publications: El 
Tiempo’s new building (“La nueva casa de ‘El Tiempo’ ”), El Diario’s new printer (“Los progresos de ‘El 
Diario’ ”), La Razón’s new premises and printer (“Los nuevos talleres de ‘La Razón’ ”), its twenty-second 
anniversary (“ ‘La Razón’ ”), and change in format and marvelous new press (400,000 copies per hour!) 
(“Un triunfo de ‘La Razón’ ”), the foundation of the Diario del Plata, whose printer and offices were 
initially located in the basement of a theater (“Diario del Plata”), Última Hora’s new digs (“Última 
Hora”), the expansion of La Vanguardia’s facilities (and page number) and installation of new machines 
(“La Vanguardia”), La Nación’s new press (“Progresos periodísticos”), La Prensa’s 53rd anniversary, 
with new press (“ ‘La Prensa” en su 53o aniversario”), the Editorial Atlántida’s new press (“Inauguración 
de una nueva rotativa”), etc. These articles often praise the number of newspapers per hour the new 
machine is capable of printing. The article about La Nación begins stating that “siempre fué para nosotros 
motivo de singular complacencia todo progreso realizado por alguno de nuestros colegas en la prensa. 
Empresa periodística también, harto se nos alcanza que los progresos positivos y honestos de nuestros 
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modernity and professionalism of the periodical and combatted the impersonality of the new 
mass journalism, as Rogers affirms (119), but it also portrayed the magazine as the protagonist of 
newsworthy exploits: not only reporter, but also generator of news. Coverage also reinforced the 
notability of public figures such as politicians, orators, performers, writers, artists, and socialites, 
keeping them in the public eye. The covers, both front and interior, singled out noteworthy 
public figures in Cao’s caricatures of politicians, which mined recent political events for laughs. 
Features on and interviews with individuals of varying degrees of celebrity, ideally including 
exclusive photographs of the subject in the privacy of his or her home or workspace, encouraged 
readers to feel a personal connection with the famous, and with the reporters who interviewed 
them.64 The magazine declared that in addition to those events and people which both the 
traditional press and the mass press had agreed were notable, as they moved the worlds of 
politics and society, those that entertained were also worthy of notice. What’s more, 
entertainment and its medium, information, would over time gain ever greater weight as qualities 
by which notability would be evaluated (see Saítta). 
One of the tools the magazine used to affirm noteworthiness was the incorporation of 
visual materials like photographs and illustrations. An Argentine pioneer in the use of news 
photography, Caras y Caretas recognized not only that images could attract a public of readers 
unaccustomed to reading (or new to Spanish), but that, capturing and serving up a moment in 
time, they took that moment out of the forward flow of time and transformed it into a scene, an 
event worthy of public attention. Images, in other words, proclaimed and helped democratize 
                                                
colegas, implican la existencia de un medio ambiente cada vez más favorable para todas las empresas del 
género.” 
 
64 I will discuss the topic of celebrity interviews further in chapters three and four. 
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noteworthiness. The criteria were broad-ranging: as long as an event might attract public interest, 
it might qualify. 
The magazine would specify as much when in 1900 they published a note soliciting 
reader photo contributions. “Las fotografías,” for which they would pay five to ten pesos, 
depending on size, “deberán reproducir sucesos y personas de actualidad que puedan interesar al 
público, y en general todo aquello que represente un tema curioso.” That said, “para los sucesos 
de extraordinaria resonancia ó que por su índole especial presenten dificultades á la oportuna 
información gráfica, CARAS Y CARETAS pagará las vistas y retratos que se le remitan y que 
utilice con arreglo á otra tarifa que remunere cumplidamente dichas colaboraciones con relación 
á su importancia” (“Colaboración fotográfica” 35). The criteria for publication was, simply, 
noteworthiness, or that which, because it was out of the ordinary, might attract the interest of the 
public—some things more so than others, as the pay scale indicates. Photographs had to be 
previously unpublished, printed on high-quality paper or submitted sufficiently in advance in 
negative form, and accompanied by a description. In other words, they had to clearly and 
demonstrably be novel, a status with both qualitative and legal (intellectual property) elements. 
By encouraging readers to send in their own photographs, the magazine not only encouraged 
readers to take up photography as a hobby,65 but to see the world through this photographic lens, 
through which daily life could become notable, with the click of a shutter. 
Photography contributed to a larger shift the mass press was instrumental in effecting: the 
democratization of noteworthiness. “One of the most remarkable traits of the mass-circulation 
press was its ability to make ordinary people visible at a time when urban growth appeared to be 
                                                
65 Thanks to Graciela Montaldo for reminding me of this. 
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submerging individuals into an anonymous mass,” writes Charles Ponce de Leon in Self 
Exposure: Human-Interest Journalism and the Rise of Celebrity in America, 1880-1940: 
As the press expanded its coverage to include new areas of social life, the criteria that 
journalists employed to determine newsworthiness expanded as well. By the mid-
nineteenth century anybody involved or associated with a news story or an institution 
regularly covered by the press was a legitimate candidate for journalistic publicity and 
transformation into a public figure: the victims, perpetrators, and witnesses of crimes; 
those involved in scandals or noteworthy court cases; others whom reporters encountered 
in the course of covering their beats, especially people who ran important political, 
economic, and civic organizations; still others with expertise and inside dope on subjects 
reporters deemed interesting to the public; even obscure people whose travails, once 
brought to the attention of the press, became the grist for colorful, often poignant human-
interest stories. (48) 
This rapid enter and exit of people and events from the public eye would be the modus operandi 
of the news cycle, where the proclamation that anything and anyone could spend fifteen minutes 
in the spotlight was necessary to fill the columns of several editions of daily papers. 
 Though this logic would be most fully carried out in newsier dailies of the type Ponce de 
Leon discusses, which would only appear in Argentina in the 1910s, it gained an early foothold 
in Caras y Caretas, where a subject did not have to be, properly speaking, an event or a public 
figure for it to be singled out as at least momentarily notable through its inclusion in the 
magazine. Single-panel comics and comic strips, (re)presenting the material of daily interactions 
and social mores, revealed the absurdity and humor in everyday life, thereby transforming it into 
entertainment. In spotlighting otherwise ordinary moments of everyday life, the magazine 
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suggested that anything could become noteworthy if looked at in the right way. Thus would the 
magazine pluck ordinary people out of obscurity for the moment it took to glance at a 
photograph: wallet-sized portraits (likely submitted by readers) of recipients of promotions, 
graduates, the recently married, the recently deceased; group photographs and snapshots of 
crowds at social events or entertainment destinations attended by Argentines from the elite to the 
working classes, where readers could imagine finding themselves, à la Where’s Waldo, amidst 
the revelers. 
 These frequent photos of crowds and groups at social events and entertainments not only 
chronicled the nation’s, and especially the capital’s, audiences, but they also reinforced 
appropriate audience behavior by rewarding those who comported themselves well with 
visibility. Indeed, seeing one’s face in print in these contexts was, perhaps, the most powerful 
validation for readers that they were living according to the rules of modern life; and that such 
photographs were so frequently taken at entertainments promised readers that despite their 
massivity, they were one of the surest ways to emerge from the very anonymity their massivity 
seemed to produce.66 Furthermore, by including photos from social and current events on both a 
national and international scale, the magazine helped craft a consumable image of an Argentine 
nation that formed part of an international world.67 
The magazine’s project of transforming daily life into entertainment required that 
ordinary people become prepared to see the world around them through a logic of spectatorship. 
                                                
66 Though in Caras y Caretas images of Argentines participating in entertainment would occupy much 
more space than those of crime and scandal, according to the democratic visibilizing logic of 
entertainment, infamy or villainry could be yet another path to noteworthiness in the sensationalist press 
of the 1910s and 1920s. 
 
67 Ludmer calls it “the cultural encyclopedia of globalization and the turn of the century, the mass 
magazine of Cosmopolis, both international and local: the place where all the cultural lines of the period 
mix nationally” (101). 
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The article “La capital pintoresca,” published in 1905, laid out the relationship of a city-dweller 
to the city as one of spectatorship (Brocha Gorda).68 From his third-floor “morada burguesa” on 
the Paseo de Julio (now Avenue Leandro N. Alem), the chronicler’s interlocutor enjoys an ideal 
vantage point on the capital’s (then) riverside avenue.69 Upon waking, he is treated to 
picturesque, romantic views of “las aguas del Plata silencioso jugando con los rayos del sol que 
espejean quebrándose en ondas y arabescos,” from which “surge una vela blanca y otra y otras 
como bandada de gaviotas,” and, improbably, the “aire fresco del río, embalsamado por las 
plantas y el musgo de los jardines” that sweetens his bedroom in the morning. The economic 
spectacle of the city unfolds in every direction, in a “mar de movimiento de entrevero y de 
algazara”: the merciless panting and whistling of the trains, by the docks; the legion streetcars, 
carriages, and carts trundling by on the street; vendors, sandwichmen, and performers all 
hawking their wares and clamoring to be heard above the crowd; the fantastical nighttime sight 
of the shop and tree-lined avenue ablaze with electric lights, its cafes and concert salons alive 
with conversation and music.70 Though the city may be, he concedes, a new Babylon, it is 
undeniably an entertaining one: a “constante espectáculo” ripe for “estudios morales, estéticos, 
sociólogos, de todo género y además amena y económica”: “no me cuesta un centésimo.” 
                                                
68 Such a proposal was in the period becoming typical of metropolitan journalism, as Ponce de Leon 
points out (45). Numerous scholars have studied shifts in spectatorship in the nineteenth century: 
Jonathan Crary has studied spectatorship as part of larger shifts in practices and forms of understanding 
attention in the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century. Vanessa Schwartz and Maurice Samuels have 
analyzed the dissemination and use of spectacle for nation-building purposes in nineteenth-century 
France. Jens Andermann and Beatriz González-Stephan have studied spectatorship in the context of 
museums and other forms of expositional culture in nineteenth-century Latin America. Adrián Gorelik 
briefly discusses the expositional city; see 187. 
 
69 For a comprehensive description of Buenos Aires from the port area around the same period, see Scobie 
19-30. 
 
70 A 1928 article by Carlos Ernesto Mangudo remembering Fray Mocho (magazine co-founder José S. 
Álvarez) on the magazine’s thirtieth anniversary features an apropos description of the Buenos Aires of 
Álvarez’s era (he died in 1903): a society “lindera entre las postrimerías de la Gran Aldea y la Gran 
Ciudad que surgía lentamente envuelta en su poderío y en su riqueza opulenta.” 
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Though the interlocutor tells the chronicler that he enjoys the show both “ya cómodomente desde 
mis balcones,” as if from the box seats of a theater or the platform of a panorama, “ó ya 
mezclado con la muchedumbre en los jardínes y los portales,” it is the former perspective that 
dominates his description, as if it as a spectator that he is best able to comprehend, and 
appreciate, the city. The article, thus, holds up the logic of spectatorship as a useful, even 
essential tool for modern city dwellers: it will enable them to thrive in, if not master, the lively 
and oft-chaotic metropolis in which they live. Nevertheless, to enter the fray was, though 
potentially fraught, a necessary experience, and to do so required guidance—which the 
magazine, of course, would be happy to supply. In reading Caras y Caretas, Argentines would 
obtain an informal training in both how to be an audience and in how to view the world around 
them, especially the city, as a source of entertainment. 
By setting itself up as guide to modern life, the magazine proposed certain terms of 
participation in not only mass culture, but in Argentine culture more broadly: a culture-in-
progress that, according to the magazine, was both fundamentally local and fundamentally 
cosmopolitan, both democratic and oriented by elitism. In this way, Josefina Ludmer’s assertion 
that the magazine “makes room for everyone . . . ; it mixes, therefore, high culture and the new 
popular culture” (101-102) not only obscures the extent to which those heterogeneous elements 
often exist in tension with, or seemingly contradict each other, but also risks portraying the 
magazine as more revolutionary, more anti-establishment than it actually was. Caras y Caretas 
does not merely “represen[t] a new progressive and modernizing, anti-imperialist and futurist 
culture” that “interrupt[s] the transmission of culture that is born with modern mass culture” 
(102); it also reaffirms a place for hierarchies and gatekeepers in modern mass culture. In other 
words, the magazine’s apparently all-inclusive “something for everyone” approach was 
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accompanied by an implicit qualification: though anything and everything could potentially be 
noteworthy, its value was not necessarily apparent at first glance; it was up to the magazine, 
acting as a self-appointed gatekeeper for mass culture, to point readers toward it. In this guise, 
the magazine would lay out its criteria for that most elitist ingredient of noteworthiness—
worthiness. Its features on entertainments would thus both celebrate a philosophy of variety, 
democracy, and the melting pot and reinforce hierarchical class divisions and aesthetic 
judgments. 
Through its spotlight on entertainments the magazine both reinforced them as a central 
activity of modern life and continually rearticulated its conception of entertainment, with the 
magazine as the joint around which the system was articulated. Caras y Caretas included regular 
full-page features on aesthetic and commercial multitaskers like theater, variety, film, and music, 
and a host of other diversions whose popularity waxed and waned over the course of the first 
decades of the century, including attractions in the -orama family, skating rinks, and amusement 
parks. Radio and radiotheater, the latter including broadcasts of both plays and variety line-ups, 
would be added to this list in the 1920s and 1930s, respectively. Its favored institutions and 
venues were those that best exemplified the magazine’s own philosophy of variety, quality, and 
accessibility through a mix of the local and the international. 
 
 
The Casino: Cultured Variety 
 
 
One of the entertainments that earned a regular section was the Casino, a music hall whose 
variety shows aligned philosophically with the unofficial program of the magazine. Though 
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entertainments in the variety family were not new to Argentina,71 the modern variety show, in the 
style that would be favored by the Casino, would appear in Buenos Aires, primarily via France, 
in the second half of the nineteenth century. Emerging out of sundry earlier entertainments, 
nineteenth-century versions of variety in Western Europe and the United States included the 
circus, the English music hall, the French variété and café-concert (French music hall); and the 
American medicine show, dime museum, minstrel show, Chautauqua, and concert saloon. 
Though each had its own flavor, they shared a mission of engaging spectators through a parade 
of novelties that, through proximity to novelty, strangeness, or danger, in turns amused, thrilled, 
shocked, and titillated.72 
 In last three decades of the century, several Buenos Aires theaters made the variety show 
one of their specialties, alongside other genres of European popular theater.73 Variety shows in 
these music halls were performed primarily by French, Spanish, Italian, and to a lesser extent, 
Argentine, variety performers, in a mix that recalls that of the music hall and then-incipient 
                                                
71 Seibel recounts that during the Independence period, entertainments such as acrobats, pantomimes, skill 
games, and dances had been organized at military encampments (Teatro bárbaro 106). She also has 
written extensively on the circus. 
 
72 The circus, acrobats, tamed animals, and clowning; the English music hall, songs in turns sentimental 
and ribald; the variété and café-concert, comely can-can dancers and chanteuses; the medicine show, 
traveling variety acts that advertised quack remedies; the dime museum, freaks, pseudoscience, and 
upstairs variety shows; minstrelry, blackface impersonation of African Americans; the Chautauqua, 
lectures, poetry, music, and refined humor; the concert saloon, booze, brawls, and broads, with a show 
featuring chorus girls, song, dance, and military acts, and comic sketches. As vaudeville scholar Trav S. 
D. puts it, “the common denominator among all these forms was an aesthetic of constant surprise brought 
about through calculated novelty” (7). 
 
73 The Alcázar Lyrique (1868-1872) featured French vaudeville, comic opera, opera buffa, picaresque 
petipiezas (sainete), can-can dances, and songs (Seibel, Historia 165). Its successor, the Variedades, 
followed in 1872 with vaudeville and French operetas in a café-concert setting (172). Beginning in the 
1890s, the Casino (for a brief time renamed the Folies Forlet) offered French-style variety shows, 
tableaux vivants, and, from the end of the decade, short films from the United States—and even one, in 
June 1900, called “La vida interna del teatro Casino” (267-68, 314, 323). 
 
  67 
vaudeville: singers, dancers, magicians, excentrics, circus performers.74 By the time the Casino 
had opened in the 1890s, the latter had made a significant mark on popular theater with the 
success of the Podestá production of Juan Moreira, which both attracted genteel audiences to the 
circus as well as carved out a space for local tradition in porteño theater through the 
incorporation of local music and dance such as payadas, contrapunto, and pericón numbers, 
acrobats, clowns, equestrian numbers, and animal tamers into the performance (Seibel 24, 
Cilento 120). Though its rural costumbrismo and local types—notably, Cocoliche, with his 
fumbling Italo-Spanish pastiche—would definitively shape Argentine popular theater into the 
new century, the music hall remained stubbornly European-oriented. 
The Casino was one of several porteño music halls that, after the turn of the century, 
promised spectators a constant supply of novel acts that bore a metropolitan stamp of approval; 
as one advertisement put it, the venue boasted a “gran compañía de atracciones y novedades, con 
artistas de fama universal. Constantemente debutan” (“Espectáculos,” La Nación 16 Mar. 1908). 
The Royal (Corrientes 835), whose building housed the famous Pigall cabaret on the first floor, 
offered “atracciones, novedades y excentricidades” (“Espectáculos”) with imported and adapted 
foreign acts and numbers, including the trendy and exotic can-can, belly dance, and serpentine; 
revues, vaudevilles and other comic plays; and, beginning in 1907, porteño two-act revues 
(Seibel 374, 410, Sosa Cordero 62-63). The Scala Theater, opened in 1908 as an upscale music 
hall, offered operetas, vaudevilles, revues, and racy variety shows on the French model, as well 
as primarily French stars (Sosa Cordero 67-68). 
Despite their francophilia, these venues owed much to the modernization of variety that 
had occurred on both sides of the proverbial pond around the turn of the century. For example, 
                                                
74 In October 1892, for example, the Teatro de la Zarzuela offered a variety show with slights of hand, 
ditties (chansonettes), and humoristic ventroloquism performed by the Colombian magician Kij, the 
singer Madame Tusini, and the American ventriloquist O’Kill (Seibel, Historia 271). 
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vaudeville, pioneer of the “science of American show business” (Trav S. D. 9), had 
reconceptualized theatrical spectacle as commercial entertainment venture: it reached consumers 
around the country via dedicated circuits, thanks to expanded transportation infrastructure; it was 
affordable to most Americans, due to its dominant 10-20-30 cent model of ticket prices; it 
packed thrills, laughs, and tears into eight or nine acts, who when they charmed the audience, 
were said to be “selling it” (90); and it kept audiences coming back time and again by providing 
a steady supply of novel acts that nevertheless fell into familiar categories. 
Like the general interest magazine, modern variety ventures recognized that by offering 
“something for everyone” in a modern, high-quality format—here, a new, centrally located 
theater, whose majestic architecture lent a respectability to the shows that the grime and noise of 
the circus tent could not—they could create mass publics who would be proud to regularly 
spectate and be seen at their venues.75 The modern music hall was a success in Buenos Aires: in 
the summer of 1908, La Razón described the music-hall and variety shows at the Casino, the 
Royal, and the Scala as “los más concurridos [spectacles] de esta estación” (qtd. in Seibel 428). 
The Casino first appeared in Caras y Caretas in the magazine’s inaugural year, and 
would be featured weekly throughout the late 1900s and early 1910s. The full-page write-ups 
tended to highlight the latest and most notable performers to headline the music-hall stage, with a 
description of their act, their background, and their previous successes abroad, accompanied by a 
staged photographic portrait of the performer(s) and/or stills from their act. Time and again, the 
magazine called attention to the novelty and prestige of the acts. “Nuestro primer music-hall,” 
                                                
75 “With the diverse array of talent at their disposal, they had a product in which the public would rarely 
be disappointed for longer than ten minutes. In a vaudeville show, chances were, every individual in the 
audience from every background would like at least something. Indeed, the genius of vaudeville is not 
only that it courts a double audience; it aims to please everybody. As this process began to gather steam, 
this ‘all things to all people’ approach would enable the vaudeville industry to assemble America’s first 
mass audience” (Trav S. D. 92). 
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they wrote in 1908, “se esfuerza por presentar al público de Buenos Aires espectáculos originales 
y artistas consagrados por los más famosos music-halls del viejo mundo. . . . Todos estos artistas 
han actuado con éxito grande en Berlín, Hamburgo, Viena, Londres, Burdeos y París, en cuya 
capital fueron contratados para el Casino de Buenos Aires” (“En el Casino.—Una original 
troupe”). “Rara es la semana,” they echoed several years later, “que el Casino no presenta dos ó 
tres números nuevos y de notoriedad en los múltiples géneros que en su escenario se cultivan y 
que comprende una verdadera é interesante multitud de cuanto más selecto se conoce en las 
principales capitales de Europa y Norte-América” (“Casino” 21 Sept. 1912). The European or 
American stages in question, both past and future stops, were often explicitly enumerated; 
according to Sosa Cordero, such was the renown of the Casino that foreign, especially European, 
performers, clamored to include it in their tours (171). Buenos Aires, thus, was held up as part of 
a worldwide cultural circuit of meritorious variety, and the Casino as the local repository of the 
best of foreign offerings. The accuracy of the statement is not that important; more relevant is the 
fact that porteños wanted to believe that it was, and that just as they admired Europe from their 
seats in the Casino, Europe gazed back across the ocean admiringly at them. 
At the very least, the magazine suggested that the Buenos Aires deserved to have the best 
of Europe laid out before them for their judgment. Even as variety line-ups at smaller and often 
racier venues like the riverside Cosmopolita and the Roma (later Ba-Ta-Clan), as well as on the 
“tabladillos ínfimos” of the café-concert (Sosa Cordero 39), gradually began to incorporate local 
acts and topics,76 imports continued to top the bill of the grandest music halls until the late 1910s. 
As Sosa Cordero recalls of that period, “los empresarios miran con recelo al ‘producto nacional’, 
aceptándolo con hesitación. Temen que la carencia del sello extranjero pueda conspirar contra el 
                                                
76 The Roma, in fact, was the stage on which Argentina’s most famous theater actor of the period, 
Florencio Parravicini, met his first success, as a sharpshooter and comic monologuist (Sosa Cordero 63-
64). Simiarly, tango would find a home at the café-concert before it met broader social acceptance. 
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interés de la atracción. . . . Aconsejan adoptar nombres foráneos e imitar en lo posible lo que 
hacen los artistas ‘importados’ ” (51). In a capital city that had long since looked toward Paris 
(and, to a lesser extent, London) for lessons in refinement, gentility, and taste, and toward more 
exotic locales for proof of its own civility, the circumstance is unsurprising: the luster of 
metropolitan Europe, whether real or feigned, lent to variety, as it did to consumer goods, a 
cultural cache associated with good taste, high quality, and novelty; consecration in the European 
capitals of culture or the American capitals of industry bestowed distinction upon even those 
variety acts whose exoticness, bawdiness, or eccentricity might have suggested a better fit for 
less sophisticated venues. 
The Casino, along with other Buenos Aires stages, would over the years be graced with a 
parade of European and American variety stars of diverse talents: Leopoldo Fregoli, the quick-
change artist (who made numerous visits to Buenos Aires from the late nineteenth-century 
onward); Salerno, the gentleman juggler (1905); La Belle Otero, of the Folies Bergère (1906); 
Robert Bertin, female impersonator (1912); Rosario Guerrero, Spanish singer (1914); Mac 
Norton, the “aquarium man” (1914); Raquel Meller, the “soul who sings” (1920, 1937); La 
Mistinguet, of the “most beautiful legs in Europe” (1922); Maurice Chevalier (1925) and 
Josephine Baker (1929), whose names, even today, require no explanation. On the occasion of 
the music-hall’s 6500th performance, they declared proudly that 
no ha habido en la escena una celebridad mundial, á la que el público bonarense no haya 
juzgado desde la amplia sala del coliseo de la calle Maipú. Legiones de artistas en el 
apogeo de su fama, llegados de los ámbitos más apartados del globo, han formado con 
sus maravillosas habilitudes y sus notables proezas, el exótico é interminable desfile 
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artístico que durante tantos años ha dado relieve al palco escénico del Casino (“Casino” 
28 Jan. 1911).  
How could any consumer resist such a parade of artistic greatness?  
Indeed, the implication was that one could not—one should not—and that to attend a 
Casino show was to do as the most discerning of porteños did: 
… De tal modo la continua variedad y la más acertada selección de los programas 
hace que cada vez sea mayor y más selecto el público que continuamente vemos en las 
soirées del Casino. 
Nuestro buen público, acostumbrado á que en la generalidad de los casos le dén cada 
vez menos, se siente más y más vinculado, más y más satisfecho del descubrimiento que 
los espectáculos del Casino implican, pues siempre se aumentan, siempre ofrecen 
novedad; pero novedad acertada, novedad selecta, e invariablemente se exige al 
espectador, el mínimum de cuanto hasta la fecha se pensara que pudiera valorarse la 
entrada en el más modestísimo sitio de recreo de esta capital. 
El Casino presenta artistas líricos, gimnastas, de variedades múltiples pero, 
invariablemente, lo más notable de cuanto se conoce en las primeras capitales europeas: 
he aquí el quid de su gran triunfo, ese es el solo secreto de su verdadero éxito. (“Casino” 
15 June 1912) 
Neither novelty nor low ticket prices, $1.50 for general admission, were in and of themselves 
enough to guarantee that genteel porteños would become regular spectators of variety shows nor 
that the Casino would be a successful business, but rather the European quality offered for that 
price that secured their attendance. That said, if he removed his hat and learned to temper his 
raucous instincts, even a working-class Argentine could treat his family to a matinée from time 
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to time—and surely such a reader of the popular magazine would want to.77 Like the American 
venues that had attracted bourgeois audiences with cosmopolitan-sounding “vaudeville,”78 the 
Casino was held up by the magazine as the destination du jour (well, du soir) of Europhile and 
upwardly aspiring porteños, including the city’s immigrants: “Todos los días de la semana se 
reune en el Casino un público numeroso y, lo que es más, original, políglota. Allí se da cita el 
español, el inglés, el alemán, el francés, el italiano, el dinamarqués, el ruso, todas las razas y 
todas las lenguas” (“Casino” 12 Oct. 1912). The magazine both suggests that the venue was a 
melting pot of recent Argentines and carefully neglects to mention the rabble, such as speakers of 
cocoliche or any non-European tongue;79 the melting pot as represented is idealized as 
predominantly Western European, split equally between northern and southern countries. 
 The magazine suggests that the show itself, however, addressed its audience 
democratically, making possible the inclusion of so many recent Argentines in the audience 
(likely beyond the definition articulated in the article) thanks to the visuality and aurality of the 
show: “El espectáculo del Casino se aprecia con los ojos y se goza con el oído sólo 
musicalmente por eso tiene atractivos para todos y todos se reunen allí.” The similarity to Caras 
                                                
77 Some price comparisons: On 15 June 1912 (the date of that quote from Caras y Caretas), general 
admission to the Casino cost $1.50. This was the same price as general admission to the Royal Theatre 
and fifty cents cheaper than that of the Scala, and fifty cents cheaper than a matinée orchestra ticket to a 
popular theater like the Nuevo, Argentino, or Nacional, or one peso cheaper than an evening ticket to the 
Nuevo or Argentino. Movie tickets were a decidedly cheaper option, at twenty cents a matinée and thirty 
an evening show. Prices for the truly high-class theaters of the capital would have been out of any 
working-class Argentine’s range, though they varied somewhat depending on the particular show: an 
orchestra ticket cost $10 at the Colón, $10.50 at the Coliseo (season tickets also available for $300 to 
$500), and $7 at the Odeón. Data from “Espectáculos,” La Nación 12-15 June 1912. 
 
78 “The word ‘vaudeville’ as employed by [vaudeville managers] distinguised the new business from 
‘variety,’ which was used by some people like a curse word. ‘Vaudeville’ had that Continental élan. It 
was a perfect choice to appeal to women who liked to stroll down ‘boulevards,’ shop at ‘boutiques,’ and 
eat at ‘restaurants’ where they perused ‘menus’” (Trav S. D. 74). 
 
79 Marechal, indeed, described the Casino and the Royal as destinations for the “pueblo,” as venues of 
“género chico, demasiado chico a veces” (72). 
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y Caretas itself, which had from the beginning reached out to new Argentines by including a 
large number of images and incorporating, in certain sections, a language that reflected the 
informal mix spoken on the streets of the capital, is clear; only that, in appealing to not one, but 
two senses, variety could do what the magazine had even better. They concluded that “es que no 
cabe duda, todo el que quiere divertirse de veras en este Buenos Aires y pasar una noche 
entretenida de grato solaz, todo el que no quiere aburrirse en su butaca ante notabilidades más ó 
menos vetustas ó aplaudibles, piensa á donde mejor puede ir y hecho su balance, se decide y va 
al Casino . . .  y hace bien porque pasa el rato mejor entretenido y alegre, y además cómodo” 
(“Casino” 12 Oct. 1912). While in other theaters a spectator might find himself yawning over the 
only moderately applause-worthy performances of tired performers, at the Casino he was 
guaranteed not only a respectable night out, but a truly entertaining one: engaging, cheering, 
relaxing, and, what’s more, comfortable. 
* * * 
By the end of the first World War, variety’s hold on porteño publics was undeniable, in theaters 
both on and around Corrientes and in other neighborhoods.80 In his 1920 book of humoristic 
chronicles, Farsa del teatro urbano, Roberto Gache went so far as to call variety “una nueva 
orientación espiritual de la humanidad. Nada prolongado, nada definitivo ni grave, nada 
trascendental ni fatigoso; todo ha de ser ligero, agradable, inmediato, pasajero. Las cosas que 
hacen nuestro mundo externo empiezan así teniendo un primer mérito en su constante y renovada 
novedad” (131). Gache here calls attention to variety as a worldwide phenomenon that was not 
limited to the stage, but rather underlaid all of modern life. Its great flaw as the guiding principle 
of contemporary society, he suggests, was that as much as things appeared to change, that change 
                                                
80 For a list of these theaters, see Sosa Cordero 30-31. 
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was only superficial—a familiar criticism of Argentine culture.81 In variety as described by 
Gache, we might say, could be found a comprehensive philosophy of culture as entertainment: 
(the claim of) novelty, brevity, immediacy, transience, amiability, levity, and we might add, 
affordability. The Casino fit the bill. Having received the stamp of approval of that widely read 
arbiter of middlebrow taste that was Caras and Caretas, the success of the Casino, and its style 
of classy variety offerings that delivered hours of escapist fun, through the better part of that 
decade was unsurprising. 
 
 
The Parque Japonés, or How to Spectate 
 
 
Entertainment as an escape from the work week: this, according to Caras y Caretas, was one of 
the main attractions of Buenos Aires’ Parque Japonés amusement park, another weekly feature 
during the better part of the 1910s. One week after its opening in 1911, the magazine declared in 
raptures that “en opinión de muchos, el Parque Japonés es mejor y más completo que el Coney 
Island, el Luna Park, de París, ó la gran White City, de Londres” (“Inauguración”). Whether or 
not this was true, the residents of Buenos Aires apparently agreed that it was an attraction worth 
visiting: 150,000 people reportedly went in its first six days of existence. When the park 
reopened the following summer, the magazine published weekly features on it that would 
continue throughout the remainder of the decade, even during the slow winter months. Before its 
closure in 1931, Alberto Gerchunoff wrote the park a wry elegy, calling it “la enorme feria en 
que se vendía regocijo a la multitud.” 
                                                
81 This included, it should be noted, politics (the subject of that chronicle), where according to Gache 
power shifts were naught but superficial refurbishments of an unchanging, and dysfunctional, hegemony. 
On similar critiques, see, for example, Manuel Gálvez’s scathing diagnosis of Argentine superficiality in 
his Diario de Gabriel Quiroga (1910). 
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This, after all, was the modus operandi of the amusement park, a modern invention that, 
in accordance with the capitalism of the day, supplied a variety of entertainments in an enclosed 
space, accessible for a price—but one within reach of large sectors of the population. Its roots, 
like its own offerings, were various: nineteenth-century spectacular and expositional culture such 
as World’s Fairs, the various -oramas, and museums, which by mounting entertaining and 
verisimilar displays trained their attendees as spectators and citizens of the nation and of a world 
unified by an evolutionary narrative of progress; in entertainments of the variety family like 
circuses and their midways (and the earlier country fair); and in other sites of diversion and 
relaxation like the salon, pleasure garden, picnic ground, and zoo (see Rabinovitz 30-32). 
Emerging around the end of the nineteenth century at European and American holiday and 
weekend destinations such as Blackpool (1896) and Coney Island (1895), the amusement park 
declared with its name that amusement had a designated social space, where, as Gary S. Cross 
and John K. Walton have put it, “crowds were engaged in the unalloyed pursuit of pleasure” (5). 
Though the Parque Japonés was Buenos Aires’ first long-lasting amusement park, it counted 
among its recent local antecedents the Teatro Chinesco, which in 1890 offered entertainments 
such as panoramas, novelties from the World’s Fair, and a two-headed boy (Seibel 240, 250);82 
smaller scale amusement parks (“centro de diversiones varias”) like the Pabellón de los Lagos 
and the Pabellón de las Rosas that cropped up around the Centenary, with attractions like 
movies, puppet shows, a carousel, bijeau (perhaps a typo for bijoux, or jewels on display), 
Venetian gondolas, and dinner concerts with orchestras; and, of course, both the world of variety, 
including the Casino, and affordable periodical miscellanies like Caras y Caretas. 
                                                
82 The 1905 article “La capital pintoresca” also makes reference to this sort of venue, among the sights 
and sounds competing for attention along the Paseo de Julio: “el avanti! signori, avanti! de los que 
invitan á pasar á los cosmoramas y teatros chinescos, en donde se desgañita el organillo y se exhibe 
curiosidades científicas, guerras, catástrofes, animales raros, caricaturas, etc.” (Brocha Gorda). 
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The Parque Japonés formed part of a geography of entertainment that extended, thanks to 
a network of streetcar lines, outward from the Corrientes theater district, home to most of the 
capital’s flagship theaters, dance halls, cabarets, cafés, and cinemas.83 So synonymous was 
Corrientes with porteño nightlife from the 1910s onward that in 1937 Leopoldo Marechal would 
see fit to publish a nostalgia-soaked Historia de la Calle Corrientes, in which he described the 
artery of the preceding decades as an “índice de la ciudad en marcha, . . . un exponente del nuevo 
ritmo que asume Buenos Aires” (17): a center of commerce during the day, and after sunset the 
“aquelarre de las almas nocturnas, no sólo de una clase privilegiada, como ayer, sino de toda la 
ciudad” (72). The Parque Japonés, located in the northeast of the city along the former Paseo 
Alvear, would, unlike witchy Corrientes, be dedicated to entertainment both day and night. Open 
daily in the summer from 2 p.m. to 2 a.m., and on winter Sundays and holidays (some years, 
Saturday as well), the park was according to the magazine the perfect antidote to the heat and 
bustle of downtown entertainments, an entire “ciudad de diversiones sanas” (“La temporada de 
verano”). By the beginning of the park’s third season, the magazine would report that it had been 
“bautizado, muy acertadamente por ‘El lugar de la diversión y de la alegría’ ” (“Parque Japonés” 
22 Nov. 1913). 
The Parque Japonés, like the Casino and Caras y Caretas, had become this site of happy 
entertainment by offering, at a low price, multitudinous attractions that might entertain the entire 
family and porteños of all positions on the social hierarchy: its slogan was “buenos y abundantes 
festejos por poco dinero” (“Parque Japonés” 30 Nov. 1912). Tickets cost fifty cents in the 
afternoon and a peso in the evening, which included a voucher for the theater and, at night, for a 
second attraction; the maximum price for any non-included attraction was, per the “criterio 
                                                
83 For a useful visual representation of this geography, see the map González Velasco compiled as an 
appendix to her Gente de teatro (232-39). 
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norteamericano,” fifty cents (“Parque Japonés. Próxima inauguración”). A ticket for a child ten 
years-old or younger cost only thirty cents (“Parque Japonés. Diversiones sanas”)—the same 
price as a movie ticket.84 In 1915, they introduced a family value pack with six ride vouchers for 
a peso (“Parque Japonés. Gran éxito”).  
If the magazine had previously hailed the Casino as a great value, that enthusiasm would 
seem fairly tepid next to the often hyperbolic zeal with which they treated the Parque Japonés. 
“Nadie esperaba en Buenos Aires,” they wrote, reflecting on the park’s opening season, “donde 
cualquier espectáculo cuesta un dineral, poder divertirse por un solo peso do noche, y 50 
centavos de día; de una manera tan amplia, sana y atrayente” (“Parque Japonés” 7 Dec. 1912). 
The value, in short, put theater to shame.85 It was an unbeatable, and unheard of, deal in the 
capital, which “no ha presenciado jamás una variedad tan grande en materia de diversiones: 
fuegos artificiales, paisajes hermosos y lozanos; grandes espectáculos teatrales y musicales; 
atracciones, conjunto animado y bullicioso; todo, en fin, aquello que constituya una diversión 
exquisita y moderna” (“Parque Japonés” 30 Nov. 1912). Venturing into the realm of 
demonstrable untruth, they even claim that not even in London, Berlin, Paris, or New York did 
any venue offer so many attractions for such a low price (“Parque Japonés” 15 Mar. 1913). 
False advertising aside, it was true that the Parque Japonés did play host to a great variety 
of attractions. As its name indicates, the Parque Japonés was part generic amusement park and 
part theme park; like other similar venues of the period, it drew on exoticism and thrills, made 
possible through modern technologies, to entertain visitors and, in doing so, adapt a mode of 
                                                
84 These prices were valid until 1920, when admission for children was raised to fifty cents. In 1920, the 
$1 price (or $0.50 for children), included entry to the theater, the cinema, and one other atracction. 
 
85 “¿Y quién negará la superioridad de este espectáculo sobre cualquier efecto teatral? En cualquier teatro 
se disfruta menos y más caro; cuando en el Parque Japonés, con un peso únicamente, hay derecho á una 
variedad de números sumamente selectos” (“Parque Japonés” 30 Nov. 1912). 
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perception attuned to the sights, sounds, and activities of modern life (Rabinovitz 22). It offered 
myriad, and oft-updated, “pasatiempos para todos los gustos” (“Parque Japonés” 14 Dec. 1912) 
that, to borrow Rabinovitz’s words, promoted the valorization of “the world-at-large as 
spectacle” through the experiences of “sheer sensationalism, unreflective mental and physical 
reaction, and joy in technologically induced ‘shocks’ to the senses” (11, 19).86 For theater and 
spectacle, visitors might attend spectacular gladiatorial reenactments, boxing matches, plays, and 
variety shows at the Roman Theater, which “varía su programa con una frecuencia muy poco 
común en los teatros de Buenos Aires” (“Parque Japonés” 27 Dec. 1913); catch an evening show 
at the French-inspired Cabaret du Diable; enjoy a line-up of films at the park cinema; experience 
terrifying disasters through attractions like the Messina earthquake pyrodrama,87 based on the 
1908 Italian quake that killed over 120,000 people, and the panorama of the bombing of Tripoli, 
whose “maravillosas combinaciones de luces y efectos escénicos nos hacen realmente vivir 
durante largo rato esa página brillante de la historia contemporánea” (“Parque Japonés” 11 Jan. 
1913); watch, with “emocionante espectativa,” as the Nuevo Blondín traversed a wire strung 
eighty meters over the lake (“Parque Japonés” 28 Dec. 1912), or as diver May Collier plunged 
into a pool from a twenty-two meter height (“Parque Japonés. Exito extraordinario”). Those who 
sought a taste of the exotic might visit the Japanese-themed restaurant, tea house, music 
                                                
86 Rabinovitz posits, in an argument that recalls classic hypotheses on the effects of modern urban life on 
perception and mental life (such as those of Georg Simmel), that the amusement park and early cinema 
effected a mass-scale “sensorial reorientation” with the aforementioned characteristics. Though these 
phenomena certainly contributed to shifts in perception around the turn of the century, they were not the 
only contributors. In the limited context of this section, for example, we have seen how Caras y Caretas 
also helped bring about and reinforce perceptual shifts related to metropolitan life. For more on this topic, 
see Crary. 
 
87 This attraction was likely an import from Chicago’s White City park. Rabinovitz reports that “when 
Chicago’s White City discontinued its Destruction of Messina after the 1909 season, it tried to sell its 
large number of effects machines: ‘ten electric lamps, cloud, flame, wave and sunrise effects . . . drum, 
wind machine, crashes, guns, organs, and chimes’ ” (53). 
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pavillion, and gardens; the living dioramas of the sort that had been popularized at World’s Fairs 
and anthropological exhibitions, including a Hindu, then Native American, then African village; 
Los Himalayos, an exhibit of five “raros ejemplares de seres humanos, que puede señalarse como 
fenómenos” (“Parque Japonés. Gran éxito”); six young men from Dakar, “negros legítimos del 
continente africano,” demeaningly tasked with diving for coins from one of the manmade lakes 
(“La guerra submarina”); the Oklahoma Ranch, a Wild West cowboys and Indians show; or an 
elephant named María Elena, whose daily baths in the great lake were a popular spectacle for 
children. For new physical sensations, park-goers had their choice of rides: a “scenic railway” 
whose thrilling hills and turns offered “la sensación de un viaje pintoresco y atrevido” as it 
passed by two manmade lakes, the Fujiyama volcano, a Geisha Island, and the Taj Mahal 
(“Inauguración”); a thirty-meter-tall Waterchute, popularized in Coney Park, that featured a boat 
on a track that plunged into a lake (doubtless readers will have memories of similar rides at 
modern-day theme parks); the Loop the Loop, a single-loop rollercoaster also pioneered at 
Coney Island, which had previously been mounted at the Pabellón de las Rosas in 1906; an 
airplane ride, “invento delicioso para los días de calor” (“Parque Japonés” 23 Aug. 1913); the 
mechanical Witching Waves/Las Olas ride, “la última palabra de lo nuevo entre las diversiones 
emocionantes y fascinadoras últimamente inauguradas en Europa” (“Parque Japonés” 11 Oct. 
1913); and a ferris wheel. Other attractions included the Círculo de la risa, weekend fireworks, 
midway games, a playground, a labyrinth, and the Cake Walk (a test of strength). On Sundays 
beginning in 1918, the park offered special programs for families and children (“Parque Japonés. 
La inauguración”). Such was the variety and interest of the attractions, geared toward families, 
that the magazine went so far as to declare that “bien vale la pena darse una jira diariamente por 
el Parque Japonés” (“Parque Japonés” 30 Nov. 1912). 
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The amusement park, in other words, employed modern technology to create a one-stop 
destination for fun, a place where varying tastes and sensations might be satisfied through 
physical, emotional, and visual stimulation. Underlying their description of the attractions, and 
their endorsement of the park in general, is an affirmation about the nature of entertainment: that 
it is about feeling and pleasure, the satisfaction of imagination and desire—everyone’s 
imagination and desire—for a price. “The vacation,” Fred Inglis has written in The Delicious 
History of the Holiday, “predicates time and money to be spent finding the right place to have the 
best feelings” (113), and the amusement park, “un sitio ideal para la distracción y el deleite,” as 
the magazine puts it, is just one of these places (“Parque Japonés. Próxima inauguración”). The 
nature of those feelings, and the characteristics of the entertainments capable of engendering 
them, however, depended on the individual. Not only did the park offer “diversiones para todos 
los gustos: emocionantes, tranquilas, espirituales, deportivas, alegres” (“Parque Japonés” 21 Dec. 
1912), but by offering a variety of attractions, the park could appeal to each and every of those 
tastes. As the magazine had proclaimed before the opening of that (second) season, “en este 
lugar de diversión moderna, nadie quedará defraudado, aún en las más raras exigencias de la 
fantasía y del anhelo humano, puesto que habrá grandes espectáculos nuevos, morales y de costo 
modestísimo” (“Parque Japonés” 30 Nov. 1912). Variety, morality, and accessibility not only 
guaranteed customer satisfaction on a financial level; they also secured the fulfillment of their 
innermost desires, the evocation of their “best feelings.” 
Whether the visitor preferred to be roused, calmed, awed, or delighted, however, these 
full-body emotions of entertainment were understood to serve a common goal: the temporary 
displacement of less pleasurable feelings associated with the work week and social protocol. The 
magazine described the park as a distraction that, immersing visitors in other sensations, 
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drowned out everyday preoccupations: “un maremágnum donde se olvidan los pesares” (“Parque 
Japonés” 21 Dec. 1912). Unlike Adorno, Caras y Caretas had only positive things to say about 
this. Riding the scenic railway, attending one of the spectacular Wild West shows, visiting the 
exhibits of people from the far reaches of the globe, or catching a film, Argentines could not only 
escape, for a Sunday afternoon, the rat race of the city; they could imagine themselves tourists, 
the world within their reach thanks to mass culture.88 On the Witching Waves, they could flirt 
and sit leg-to-leg with a lover, usual strictures about male-female relations relaxed, and 
experience the novel boat-like sensation of the waves. Visitors could marvel at the coliseum-
style amphitheater with its monumental Doric columns and the advanced technology of the 
rides—as with the Casino, only the best of Europe would do. The thrills and surprises of rides 
and live shows swept them along twists and turns emotional, physical, and visual, always happily 
resolved when the ride cars rolled to a stop or the curtain fell. Such was the wealth of distracting 
attractions the venue offered that one could very well lose track of time itself, that punch-in 
punch-out measure of work.89 
This was, the magazine argued, only natural: “Siendo aquel un sitio de recreo, claro está 
que el público buscase en él los atrayentes entretenimientos capaces de compensar con su 
originalidad y buen gusto, las horas de aburrimiento y y de tensión nerviosa gastadas en la lucha 
del vivir” (“Parque Japonés” 23 Nov. 1912). “El ideal allí ha sido la satisfacción del espectador; 
como quien hubiese ideado realizar una especie de sanatorio moral donde la extenuación de la 
lucha diaria, va á ser reparada con la expansión, el colorido, la música y los más raros, hermosos 
y sanos espectáculos. ¡Y por un precio tan módico!” According to Caras y Caretas, the 
                                                
88 The 1931 fire that destroyed the coaster did not only shutter a popular attraction, it did so “llevándose, 
al mismo tiempo, los ensueños y las ilusiones de muchos ‘turistas’ domingueros” (“Notas varias”). 
 
89 “Familias enteras pululan de aquí para allá, sin darse cuenta de la rapidez con que las horas pasan con 
lo cual se hace el mejor elogio de las amenidades que brinda el Parque” (“Parque Japonés” 18 Jan. 1913). 
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amusement park helped teach porteños how to feel by replacing the negative feelings associated 
with the work week and the struggle of making a living with the pleasant emotions of 
entertainment and leisure time; through novelty and tastefulness, entertainment vanquished, at 
least temporarily, the daily grind. 
The quieter corners of the park, the magazine suggested, had a similar effect: in them, 
visitors could recuperate from the work week in a relaxing, picturesque setting. In one 
illustration, the Waterchute looks as though it is gliding down a natural waterfall into a placid 
lake (“Parque Japonés” 30 Nov. 1912); in another, the “Leap of Death” (salto de la muerte) 
performance seems to take place against a backdrop of snow-topped peaks (“Parque Japonés. 
Próxima inauguración”); an orchestra plays framed by leafy branches (“Parque Japonés” 23 Nov. 
1912). A “panoramic” photo of the scenic railway gives the viewer mastery over its manmade 
mountains, quaint bridge-spanned lake, and the flat expanse of land beyond (“Parque Japonés” 
11 Jan. 1913): “Todos, jóvenes, niños y viejos, encontrarán allí su hora de felicidad, 
contemplando el soberbio golpe de vista que ofrecerá el parque iluminado, con su gran lago, su 
water chute á treinta y cinco metros de altura en una extensión de sesenta; bandas de música al 
aire libre y cien atractivos que es largo describir” (“Parque Japonés” 30 Nov. 1912). The park, 
laid out for the imagined visitor like a picture postcard of an imagined vacation, both evoked 
what Rabinovitz calls, writing about postcards of amusement parks, “a monumental view that 
celebrated the amusement park as a civic shrine” and a “romantic view of parks as a pastoral 
oasis” (107, 109): an image that “heralded industrial modernity as well as a remedy to it” (109). 
Viewed through the lens of the magazine, the Parque Japonés, like the English and 
American theme parks discussed by Cross and Walton, “promised experiences and meanings that 
contrasted with, relieved, and yet often confirmed the ordinary work-a-day lives of their paying 
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visitors” (5). In other words, both the Parque Japonés and Caras y Caretas, in its laudatory 
coverage of it, confirmed the values that propelled the capitalist world of work. Indeed, though 
the park is a destination for leisure, the magazine emphasizes the work that goes into renovations 
and the construction of new attractions. “Los trabajos se llevan a cabo con febril actividad,” the 
magazine reported in spring 1913, “sin haber cerrado el Parque ni un solo día de fiesta y sin 
haber dejado de proporcionar a los concurrentes amplio campo donde divertirse y donde pasar el 
rato agradablemente,” accompanying images showing renovations in progress: the Coliseum in 
the process of being demolished, workers silhouetted against sky and stone (“Parque Japonés” 11 
Oct. 1913). The hard work of those businessmen and builders meant that park visitors could play 
hard.  
Not only did the magazine conceive of an outing to the Parque Japonés as a relaxing 
respite from the work week, but it framed it as a reward for working well: it provided porteños 
the opportunity to “salir del hervidero metropolitano para solazar el espíritu y dar al cuerpo la 
expansión bien ganada en ocho días de encierro forzoso en escritorios, comercios y casas de 
departamentos” (“Parque Japonés” 28 June 1913).90 By providing a distraction from the long 
hours of labor that made up daily life, it reinforced the work-leisure structure that made them 
bearable. As the magazine had written earlier that year, “¿Verdad que después de pasar así dos ó 
tres horas se siente el ánimo más reconfortado y se nota que las energías vibran de nuevo con 
afán de vivir?” (“Parque Japonés” 25 Jan. 1913). Reinvigorated by their time at the Parque 
Japonés, parkgoers would be ready to dive back into their normal obligations. Entertainment, by 
providing a break from work, prepared porteños to be better workers, better residents of the 
modern city. In so portraying the function of the amusement park, Caras y Caretas uncritically 
                                                
90 In this way, the park may also be read in relation to conceptions of urban space, here, by aligning with 
an English suburban ideal. For more on this general topic, see Gorelik. 
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embraced and promoted the idea that mass culture should reinforce the capitalist work structure. 
In this way, the magazine not only helped disseminate the valorization of hard work among the 
emerging middle classes in Argentina, but encouraged its entire readership to conform with those 
values. 
For greatest effect, indeed, such a lesson had to reach not only working men, but the 
entire family, whom the magazine made an effort to attract. Though early photographs of the 
park are dominated by men (they outnumber women perhaps three to one), illustrations of park 
visitors during those same years tell a story about the clientele of the park as imagined by the 
magazine: Families, most of them genteel (and when not, in their Sunday best), go for a stroll, 
chat civily, take in the picturesque views, or try out the scenic railway. Children are accompanied 
by their parents or toted along by a grandparently chaperone. Couples show off their fashionable 
hats, and elderly women their smiles. 
This pictorial emphasis on the family coincided with the magazine’s claim, like that of 
film advertisements of the period, that the morality and salubriousness of the park’s offerings 
(“diversiones sanas y morales”) made it “el punto de cita de las familias de Buenos Aires” 
(“Parque Japonés” 13 Dec. 1913). It offered, in short (to borrow a phrasing from Trav S. D.), 
good, clean fun. This affirmation that the amusement park was family-friendly served an 
advertising function that would come full-circle if more Caras y Caretas readers became Parque 
Japonés patrons: occasional readers might become subscribers who relied on the magazine for 
updates on the latest events at the amusement park. The more Argentine families encouraged to 
adopt, part and parcel, the work-leisure system exemplified in the Parque Japonés, the more 
potential readers the magazine would have. 
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The magazine also made an effort to attract female visitors, who were considered to add 
“una nota de simpática distinción en la fiesta” (“La temporada de verano”). Though some 
women appeared in early photos of the park (one 1913 photo even pictured a nun! [“Parque 
Japonés” 13 Sept. 1913]), it was not until around 1916 that they (and to a lesser extent, children) 
began to feature prominently in most of them.91 In addition to this visual reinforcement of female 
attendance, the magazine also notes which attractions are “muy frecuentados por las damas y 
señoritas” (“Parqué Japonés. Grandes y nuevos atractivos”). The presence of women and family 
lent a note of tranquil domesticity to the park, a sort of home away from home to which “las 
familas acuden . . . con una naturalidad y un placer cual si ese paseo y las distracciones que 
ofrece fueran cosas familiares y gratas” (“Parque Japonés. Las atracciones”). Not only was there 
enough for a family to do at the park to merit daily visits (as the magazine had claimed in 1912), 
but in so participating in this reportedly normal activity, they would be at ease, content.92 
If attracting female and child visitors was one strategy the magazine employed to 
demonstrate the worthiness of the park, highlighing the patronage of middle-class and wealthy 
porteños was another. In her book on American amusement parks and film of the period, 
Rabinovitz has shown how “despite twenty-first-century historians’ claims that amusement parks 
were democratic playgrounds, amusement parks both appealed to and resisted ‘melting pot’ 
                                                
91 Though the increase in photographs of women visitors was likely in part a matter of selection, the 
photographs of crowds offer a convincing argument that there were, in fact, many more women in 
attendance. Similarly, though men may have still outnumbered women in Buenos Aires (Torrado 101), 
any evening out of the difference during those few years is unlikely to explain this increase in the 
photographic representation of women. 
 
92 This suggestion that a mass cultural venue could be experienced as a comfortable bourgeois interior 
would be further embraced by theaters and cinemas of the 1910s and 1920s, helping to effect the ever 
closer entanglement between mass culture and private life that remains part of it to the present. The 
decline of the Parque Japonés, in fact, coincides with the rise of air-conditioning in Buenos Aires’ 
theaters and cinemas. It could be said that in a city where such a luxury was (and remains) out of the 
reach of many families, mass cultural venues like theaters and cinemas were (are) able to provide the 
domestic comfort better than can the actual home. On this topic, see chapter three. 
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culture” (64). As represented by Caras y Caretas, the Parque Japonés would do much the same 
for the capital city of another nation of immigrants. In the park’s early years, the magazine 
portrayed it, in turns, as a place of social mixing and separation. As a melting pot, it both 
“encarna el ideal popular” by offering “atracciones amenas y baratas” for only one peso (“Parque 
Japonés. Diversiones sanas”) and attracted “la presencia de distinguidas familias de nuestra 
sociedad” (“Parque Japonés. El gran debut”): “De todo punto notables están resultando las 
noches del Parque Japonés, pues dan motivo á extensas reuniones en que las clases más elevadas 
alternan con las modestas, unidos todos por el lazo nivelador de la alegría y por el afán de 
disfrutar del único fresco de que, para uso particular, podemos disponer en Buenos Aires” 
(“Parque Japonés” 11 Jan. 1913). Despite the undeniable pleasure of the cool river breeze and 
the city residents’ joint committment (according to the magazine) to happiness, it seems likely 
that the latter may have been, well, rather too democratizing for the taste of many middle and 
upper class porteños.93 In another feature that season, the magazine reassured potential visitors 
that they would not have to worry about inappropriate contact with strangers—as Rabinovitz 
points out, a concern of amusement-park critics in the United States (40-42)—because “hay 
espacio de sobra para contener á muchos miles de almas sin que se estorben los unos á los otros 
y sin que persona alguna se encuentre incómoda ó apretada” (“Parque Japonés” 28 Dec. 1912). 
Though the magazine would never stop reminding readers that the venue provided a lot of bang 
for the buck (so to speak), it would over time make an effort to put middle-class and wealthy 
porteños at greater ease about the amusement park. 
In 1915, to better attract this valuable segment of the population, the park introduced a 
novelty: the designation of Tuesdays and Fridays as “días de moda.” Rabinovitz has argued that 
                                                
93 See, for example, El Hogar, La Dama (1915), where the magazine criticizes the familiar, lax behavior 
at the Parque Japonés, which they consider to be vulgar. 
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“amusement parks often flourished because they developed strategies for maintaining social 
divisions of race, and class and, in doing so, they were able to include everyone in learning 
technological accomodation and urban modernist perceptions” (42): even “in a smaller city with 
only one park the park itself could still be organized so that immigrant and working classes spent 
their time differently from the middle class once inside the park’s grounds” by offering 
attractions with different prices or contents understood to attract difference audiences and laying 
the attractions out geographically to reinforce this division (42). Indeed, the organization of these 
días de moda around special concerts and, beginning in December 1916, charity benefits for the 
elite’s pet organizations (listed conveniently for reader reference), seems to function much the 
same way: by offering the wealthy a chance to mingle among like individuals at a venue where 
they might normally rub shoulders with a few too many plebes. The strategy was, according to 
the magazine, “coronada por el mejor de los éxitos, y puede decirse que esas reuniones breves de 
verano han pasado a ser un hábito de nuestra élite” (“Parque Japonés. Las grandes reuniones”). 
“Hemos visto,” they testify in 1915, “durante las reuniones del viernes y del martes últimos 
reunidas en el Parque a las principales familias de la sociedad porteña, las cuales con su 
distinción característica y sus vistosas toilettes pusieron una nota agradabilísima en la reunión” 
(“Parque Japonés. Las grandes reuniones”). The “nota de buen tono y de suntuosidad” they 
added to the park was emphasized by the list and photos of society figures in attendance, 
modeling stylish attire on park benches and on distinguished theater-side steps: women in 
elegant swooping hats and floor-length dresses, men with ascots and walking sticks, children in 
spotless sailor suits and snow white frocks; captions and articles namedrop the capital’s foremost 
families, spotted by the reporter.94 The frequent and enthusiastic coverage of the días de moda 
                                                
94 For example: “Vimos a la señora Magdalena Madero de Tornquist acompañada de otras damas y 
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confirms the elite as already existing tastemakers for other Argentines: if readers of the magazine 
could be convinced that the wealthy patronized the amusement park, and therefore sanctioned it 
as a worthy cultural institution, then visiting the park would not only be enjoyable, but just the 
thing. Not only did this reinforce the hierarchy according to which the elite were city- and 
nationwide tastemakers, but it also expanded the reach of that hierarchy into both the working 
classes and new Argentines. 
Yet as presented by the magazine, the end result of these días de moda was not the 
segregation of the park along class lines, but rather the elevation of all of the park’s 
entertainments to elite status: to refined, cultured activities. Though it was the charity functions 
and musical soirées that officially drew the elite to the park, the magazine insisted that once 
there, these families enjoyed not only the benefit theatricals their attendance supported and the 
gardens in the environs of the theater (the setting of almost all photographs of them), but the 
rides and other attractions as well (“Parque Japonés. Grandes y nuevos atractivos,” “Parque 
Japonés. Reuniones sociales”). When the Looping the Loop opened in March 1918, the magazine 
noted that it had been a favorite ride amongst young ladies of the elite at the Pabellón de las 
Rosas in 1906 (“Parque Japonés. La inauguración”). Though now many of those girls are wives 
and mothers, they write, “no por eso han de desdeñar en el Parque Japonés la simpática 
atracción” (“Parque Japonés. La inauguración”); and by the end of the month they declare that 
“entre las más entusiastas [riders] figuran las señoritas y muchas señoras, particularmente las que 
                                                
señoritas; frente al Water Chute vimos a la señora Sara Healy de Castellanos, con las señoritas 
Castellanos y Duffau; entre otras muchas vimos a las familias de Necal, Altaine, Rocha, Casarés, Fraga, 
Videla, Escalada, Lynch, Guerrico, Zavalía, Pasman, Campos, Ponsati, Arias, Hortal, Fernández, y 
muchas otras” (“Vida social” 15 Jan. 1916). Ladies and gentleman pictured outside the theater and in the 
gardens: “Señoritas María Esther Pizarro, Leonor Pizarro, Hercilia Orzábal, Inés Scalabrini Ortiz, Rosa 
Medina, y señores del Carril, Leguizamón, Araoz y Ugarriza, en el Parque Japonés, durante la función de 
moda del día 28 de enero;” “Familias de Saguier, Olivera y Pociello, en los jardines;” “Señoritas Alida y 
Delia Almanza, Susana y María Luisa Baca y María Carmen Brignardello;” “Familias de Baca, Pérez, 
Leguizamón y Fernández” (“Vida social” 5 Feb. 1916). 
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acuden a las brillantes reuniones sociales de beneficencia” (“Parque Japonés. El gran éxito”). 
“Este éxito tiene fácil explicación,” they write the following month, “pues se trata de una 
atracción que además de su plena seguridad, es emocionante en grado superlativo” (“Parque 
Japonés. Gran éxito de la atracción”). Like popular audiences, the elite hungered for the new 
physical sensation of controlled danger provided by such rides;95 and because they did so, this 
emotion, and this type of entertainment, was respectable. In other words, where the choice of the 
wealthy to visit the park was a matter of “buen gusto” (“Vida social” 15 Jan. 1916), middle and 
working class spectators thus saw their own good taste and good feelings confirmed by the 
magazine, their choice of entertainment consecrated by the city’s emulable elite. “Es un encanto 
verdadero para el espíritu y la vista,” rhapsodized the magazine in 1918, in another picture-
postcard description, “contemplar la animación distinguida que reina en esas reuniones, todas 
con fines de beneficencia, y el hermoso conjunto de armonía que ofrecen los grupos de damas y 
señoritas diseminados en todos los sitios del Parque, ya bajo la dulce penumbra de los árboles o 
junto al lago veneciano cuyas aguas transparentes evocan sentimientos de poesía” (“Parque 
Japonés. Reunioes sociales”). The presence of Buenos Aires’ most elite families—and in 
particular, its most elegant ladies—elevates the site of democratic amusement to the realm of 
poetic sentiment, arguably of art, with the magazine teaching readers how to thus see it. 
Readers were also to learn how to act on their visits through images of attendees that 
modeled proper behavior at the park. Illustrations show laughing and smiling faces, as if to 
confirm the park as a place of happiness. Photographs teach readers about waiting in line for 
tickets and for rides, watching lucky thrill-faced riders disembark from the scenic railway, and 
                                                
95 To quote Rabinovitz: rides “were simulations of danger; they provided a tenuous relationship between 
the perception of danger and the assurance of safety. . . . They ran on a routinized schedule of starting and 
stopping, offering patrons a precise rhythm not unlike the rhythm of industrialized labor: they consisted 
of waiting, boarding, riding, and disembarking organized around the purchase, anticipation, experience, 
and relief of risk, danger, and pleasure” (34). 
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finally having one’s own turn; as Rabinovitz has pointed out, it is a set of behaviors associated 
with leisure time, that nevertheless to some extent reproduce the mechanized rhythms of work 
(34). Readers are encouraged to value such technology, and to prepare themselves for the new 
sensorial experiences it will provide them. Readers are spectators of spectators, spectating, 
gazing raptly upward at the tightrope artist Nuevo Blondín as he performs daring feats eighty 
meters up; and of park visitors strolling along the wide paths and conversing with acquaintances 
on shaded benches: after all, visitors at amusement parks not only spectate; they are also there to 
be seen. As Rabinovitz puts it, “Subjectivity at the amusement park . .  . never allowed for the 
fulfillment of voyeuristic desire without also subjugating oneself to others’ voyeuristic gazes” 
(37).96 Their appearance, photographed, in the magazine, is the ultimate stamp of approval that 
they are doing leisure time correctly. When in one illustration a rag-tag line-up of porteños are 
pictured looking up (one even has binoculars) as if at the Leap of Death, the angle is such that 
they peer out of the page as if watching the reader, implicitly drawn in to this spectacular world. 
As represented by the magazine, the Parque Japonés’s spectating visitors presented an 
alternative to the mass assemblies whose potential to destabilize the social order so troubled 
cultural and political authorities in Centenary-era Argentina. Unlike the mobilized masses, 
moved to assemble in protest of rent hikes or the adjudication of political (often anarchist) 
leaders, amusement park spectators were not only conformist, but happy to be so. As Cross and 
Walton argue, the amusement park was one of the sites of what they call the “playful crowd,” 
which, through a “combination of playfulness and respectability . . . gave adults permission to 
act like children” (73). The presence of children themselves, according to Caras y Caretas, 
helped, modeling both happiness and liveliness for their adult chaperones and playful, non-
                                                
96 Cross and Walton also make this observation (5). 
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threatening crowd behavior: “Las niñas y niños dieron una nota alegre y vivaz al conjunto del 
Parque . . . [L]a algarabia infantil acentuó la animación brillante de las reuniones” (“Parque 
Japonés” 13 Dec. 1913). Comprised of happy children and playful adults, the crowds at the park 
had not the brutishness of the rabble nor the destructiveness of the mob, but rather the frolicsome 
energy of children on a playground, learning to play according to the rules. If the situation so 
merited it, a childlike assembly could easily be patronized, as we will see in the next chapter, and 
disciplined. This was, after all, the role of the guardian figure: to guide its charges toward 
normativity. 
The magazine took its assertion of the educational value of the amusement park yet one 
step further: in instilling the values of entertainment in all of Buenos Aires residents, the 
magazine suggested, the Parque Japonés was practically providing a public service to the city. 
They praise the management for their “incansable . . . afán de buscar siempre nuevas atracciones 
y diversiones gratas para el numeroso público,” which they do, self-sacrificingly, “sin darse 
punto de reposo” (“Parque Japonés” 21 Mar. 1914). Thanks to these unceasing efforts to update 
the park, “lo que ayer era bonito, hoy se transforma en hermoso. Lo hermoso, en colosal. Lo 
curioso, en raro. Y lo raro, en sensacional; fenómeno que revela con elocuentes pruebas, cuan 
admirable es el anhelo de los empresarios para responder al favor público” (“Parque Japonés” 7 
Dec. 1912). Thus, the crescendoing sensationalism of entertainment is understood as self-
improvement applied to mass culture: a moral value. By encouraging porteños to expect ever 
bigger and more astonishing attractions and then fulfilling that very same desire, the park was 
being decent, almost altruistic, acting as public servants. “El Parque Japonés ha llegado a ser 
entre nosotros algo así como una institución indispensable a nuestra vida metropolitana, y 
realmente no sabríamos qué hacer ni dónde pasar el rato agradablemente y gastando poco los 
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días festivos por la tarde, si la empresa no hubiese tenido el admirable acuerdo de mantener las 
puertas abiertas e introducir constantemente novedades durante los meses de invierno” (“Parque 
Japonés” 12 July 1913). The park, as an “indispensible metropolitan institution,” was only 
looking out for city residents: “Eso de respirar cómodamente y al mismo tiempo divertirse en 
grande,” wrote the magazine in 1913, “son dos cosas que con ningún dinero se pagan. . . pero 
que se compran gracias á la empresa del Parque Japonés, por un puñado de centavos” (“Parque 
Japonés” 11 Jan. 1913). Amusement and comfort, usually unbuyable, in this case actually were 
available for purchase—and porteños should be grateful for the fact.  
It was this gratitude that, according to the magazine, guaranteed that the Parque Japonés 
was a site of public order. “Sin embargo, y á pesar de haber tanto público, no se produjo 
incidente desagradable de ninguna especie, reinando el más perfecto orden en todos los 
momentos, lo cual prueba que la empresa ha tenido buen cuidado de atender á todos los detalles 
de forma que ni se produzcan protestas, ni haya disgustos de género alguno” (“Parque Japonés” 
11 Jan. 1913). That is, by providing for consumer and spectator needs—which, we have already 
seen, were fostered by the park itself—public order will be maintained. As the magazine sees it, 
this transation is fully sanctioned by the people, confirmed by public opinion, “supremo juez que 
nunca se equivoca” (“Parque Japonés. Las reuniones sociales”). After all, “¿Qué más puede 
pedirse? Fresco, alegría, diversión honesta y un gasto insigni[fi]cante. . . Pedir más sería 
gollería” (“Parque Japonés” 28 Dec. 1912). The end result is that going to the Parque Japonés 
becomes, like the magazine itself (as Geraldine Rogers points out), a confirmation of its own 
representability of the needs of the populace: mass culture as the democratic institution 
Argentine democracy could only hope to be. 
* * * 
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As they appeared, weekly, in Caras y Caretas throughout the 1910s, the Casino and the Parque 
Japonés epitomized the magazine’s philosophy of entertainment as it had been laid out in its 
initial circular: by supplying a variety of quality and novel attractions that would reach and 
capture the attention of porteños from all walks of life, these ventures helped make Argentines 
regular consumers of entertainment. These venues were not, of course, the only entertainments 
and cultural attractions featured; the magazine would encourage these amusement park revelers 
and variety audiences to also be movie enthusiasts and theatergoers, record buyers and 
neighborhood dancers, cafe conversationalists and streetcar readers, Sunday drivers and 
picnickers: spectators and consumers who viewed the world as a source of entertainment.  
 Yet in the magazine’s regular, enthusiastic coverage of the Casino and Parque Japonés 
we can identify the proposal for the relationship of entertainment and culture that underlaid its 
coverage more broadly. By emphasizing the patronage of the enviably wealthy, genteel, and 
intellectual of both the entertainments featured and the magazine itself, Caras y Caretas effected 
a remarkable substitution: it suggested that entertainment culture was, simply, culture itself. 
Employing this sort of inverse bait-and-switch tactic, entertainment culture, presented as the 
choice of Buenos Aires most select publics and consumers, was served up as a reputable, tasteful 
product that promised to confer the cultural capital associated with elite culture upon its working 
and middle-class consumers. In other words, participation in entertainment culture was portrayed 
as a form of cultured consumption. If according to Caras y Caretas this transaction was 
paramount to a favor, a public service for which porteños should express their gratitude through 
orderly participation and conformism, as access to entertainment expanded to broader sectors of 
the population this view would begin to engender resistance from within mass-circulation 
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publications. This story, told here about writing and theater, will be the subject of the chapter 
that follows. 
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CHAPTER 2. The Theater Industry and the Market of Cultural Value 
 
In an article published in El Hogar in 1921, the popular writer Horacio Quiroga pseudonymously 
wondered whether “¿Es posible que un libro, una novela, una obra de arte, en fin, no sea otra 
cosa que un mondadientes patentado, una gomina excelente o una turbia pasta de jabón? ¿No 
existe diferencia entre un hombre cuya misión es crear belleza, y un engrudador de paredes, a 
tanto el ciento?” (Los trucs 67) In other words, what was the difference between art and 
consumer good, between artist and laborer? His questions, though obviously tongue-in-cheek, 
point to the transformations wrought upon cultural production by consumer society and mass 
culture in the first decades of the twentieth century. The incorporation of culture into the market, 
where it might appear under the banner of entertainment or circulate as a consumer good, threw 
its autonomy and allegiance to aesthetics over financial gain into doubt. At the same time, the 
very professionalization that had, with the rise of the mass press, made it possible for writers to 
make a living through their pen was a double-edged sword: it made it more difficult to pin down 
what differentiated them from other workers, especially when their writing was anonymous 
reporting for periodicals. 
This problem only became more urgent as mass culture expanded in Argentina, and with 
it, the multiplication of mass cultural ventures that, like Caras y Caretas, pursued a union 
between culture and profit in their quest to secure a share of the Argentine public. Many such 
enterprises appeared in the realm of theater, which, in the 1920s, became one of the key centers 
of debate about the recasting of culture as entertainment and consumer good. Because theater 
was an aesthetic tradition, its adoption of the principles of entertainment to attract audiences 
threatened the autonomy of art and the playwright in relation to the market and, by extension, the 
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integrity of art itself. Concern and debate about this shift in theater, far from being limited to 
exclusive cultural circuits, would be expressed in mass culture itself: by journalists writing in the 
mass press and by playwrights in works produced and performed for mass audiences. These 
responses to the entertainmentification and monetization of cultural production reveal attempts 
by writers, the traditional gatekeepers of aesthetic and intellectual value, to grapple with a new 
cultural dynamic in which the criteria according to which a work was judged and deemed 
successful were being signficantly reconfigured. 
This chapter situates the debates about the industrialization of theater within larger 
conversations about the transformation of writing into consumer good during the period. It 
begins by exploring early attempts to tackle this issue in mass-circulation periodicals, plays, 
institutions, and legislation after the turn of the twentieth century. The next two sections turn 
their attention to theater itself, showing how by the 1920s, Argentine theater was being criticized 
for industrialism throughout the mass press. In the first of these sections, I show how variety, a 
crowd-pleasing strategy exemplified in the revue and adopted throughout the género chico, was 
both praised for providing something for everyone and disparaged for pandering to lowbrow 
tastes. The catch-22 of variety was that whether it succeeded or failed, it was often seen as the 
product of a play-producing factory, staffed not by artist-writers but by artisans. In the second of 
these sections, I focus on criticisms of audience taste, one of the central elements of debates 
about Argentine theater of the period. According to critics, plays participated in mercantilism 
when they appealed to the facile emotions of popular audiences or by creating works that 
privileged surface over substance. Though playwrights and journalists (often one and the same) 
recognized that their livelihood depended the patronage of the public, they expressed frustration 
at being caught between audience demands and their own aesthetic and intellectual values. Such 
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criticisms of audience taste often evoked the specter of unruly audience behavior associated with 
popular spectacles such as the circus, suggesting that lowbrow entertainment could have 
detrimental effects on Argentines’ behavior both within and beyond the theater. Lastly, I turn my 
attention to what I, somewhat anachronistically, call authorial branding, as emblematic of the 
transformation of culture into a consumer good. Through an analysis of the oft-derided but little 
studied novelist Gustavo Martínez Zuviría, who created a literary empire under the penname 
Hugo Wast, I show how criticism of his work and promotional strategies reflect the period’s 
broader ambivalence about the incorporation of culture into the market. 
 
 
The Economics of Writing Professionally 
 
 
Since the late-nineteenth century, the remuneration of cultural work had been a hot topic among 
writers in Argentina. The creation of a modern mass press required reporters and writers to fill 
the columns of daily papers and magazines; the feuilleton required fiction-writers to keep pace 
with its weekly installments. The paradigms of the “gentleman-writer” and the “heir-writer” 
receded into the past. For the first time in Argentina, it had become possible to be a professional 
writer who earned his keep with his pen. Yet to do so was not only difficult, but fraught: For one, 
the information-centric, impersonal, and non-reflexive style of newswriting stood in stark 
contrast to traditional literary styles, as well as to modernismo’s heavily subjective, stylized 
celebration of aesthetic beauty. What’s more, to couple literature, so recently freed from its 
historic link to nation-building, with money seemed a dirty business to those who preferred that 
literature stand autonomous. How was a writer to remain true to his aesthetic convictions if he 
had to produce, on a tight schedule and budget, for a reading public eager for novelty, 
information, and thrills? 
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Within this climate, writers called for the protection of laws and organizations that would 
guarantee appropriate compensation for their work. The first few decades of the century saw the 
foundation of numerous institutions that sought to provide support services, promote the work of, 
and guarantee fair royalty rights for Argentine playwrights, composers, and other writers. One of 
these was the Sociedad de Escritores de Buenos Aires, founded in 1906 by writer-of-all-trades 
Roberto Payró. In January 1907, modernista poet and frequent cronista Rubén Darío published a 
note in La Nación in support of the Society. Praising the organization as a practical solution to 
and possible “salvation” from bohemian destitution (Crónicas desconocidas 57), Darío declares 
that the Society “no se trata de un instituto que tenga que limpiar, fijar o dar esplendor a nada; ni 
de un club de mundanos aficionados a las bellas letras; ni de una capital, clan o cenáculo en que 
se practique un mental ritual para pocos,” but rather welcomes all “los trabajadores que 
zambullen su alma en el tintero, haciéndola bucear para que les traiga, si no una perla de 
ensueño, dinero para vivir” (56). Writing, he argues, is a “dura tarea cerebral … tan muscular 
como la de cualquier obrero, con el tremendo malestar del pensamiento encima” (58), and the 
Society will work to regulate, promote, and defend this “producción mental” (56): to 
professionalize it. It will do so by enforcing intellectual property laws, publicizing Argentine 
books abroad, sending Argentine books published in Europe to Latin American bookstores, 
submitting the work of Argentine authors to international prize competitions, establishing a relief 
fund and author pensions, eliminating anonymity from periodicals and securing authors “capital 
de autoridad y de fama y dejar a las asentadas el goce de su justo producto” (58-62). In other 
words, it aims to achieve compensation and prestige for its members—as long as the latter occurs 
through official channels rather than through the “industrialismo del pensamiento” or the 
“abominables prostituciones” of réclame (promotion) (61). In Darío’s article, writing is both 
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conceived of as work, as the fruit of production, and as an activity that should avoid 
routinization, and thereby maintain the exceptionality of the writer. Though this first Sociedad de 
Escritores de Buenos Aires was short-lived, the tension between these two beliefs—need for 
appropriate compensation (including prestige) and disdain toward industrialism and spectacle—
would be echoed in journalistic writing throughout the period. 
One frequent voice of writerly ambivalence toward the incorporation of their work into 
the market was the Uruguayan-Argentine writer Horacio Quiroga, who tackled the subject in 
magazine articles during the period. In his articles for the general interest magazine El Hogar, 
Quiroga both archly portrays story-writing as a trick that anyone can master and candidly 
discusses the monetary value of texts and authorial salaries. His storywriting guides, like “El 
manual del perfecto cuentista” and “Los trucs del perfecto cuentista” (El Hogar, 1925), subtly 
poke fun at formulaic fiction-writing, an inevitability in a market where demand for similar plots 
is high. Nevertheless, if in these articles there is an art to fiction-writing, it is also a practice, 
which one improves through work.97 
Work, indeed, is in Quiroga’s texts intimately tied to money. In “La profesión literaria” 
(El Hogar, 6 Jan. 1928), he declares his intent to share his experience as a professional writer in 
order to dismantle the (apparently) common belief that literature is a sure-fire way to make a 
fortune.98 Thus, his explanation of this misunderstanding is full of facts and figures, references to 
money: the occasional success of aficionados who have written novelas semanales for fun is 
compared to winning the lottery; a star writer like Hugo Wast reportedly earns tens of thousands 
of pesos per year in royalties; a few others, like Gálvez and Larreta, say they have sold nearly 
                                                
97 For more on Quiroga’s writing advice, see the fourth chapter of this dissertation. 
 
98 “La literatura ha pasado a ocupar para el público una audaz posición entre los oficios productores de 
riqueza” (Los trucs 128). Quotes from these texts are cited from Los trucs del perfecto cuentista. 
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forty thousand copies (Los trucs 129-131). These success stories, he reminds his readers, are 
exceptional, and to demonstrate this, he turns again to numbers: “la mayoría de los escritores no 
alcanzan uno con otro a vender dos mil ejemplares de cada obra” (131). He supplements this 
assertion with information about his own (bleak) personal finances: in Montevideo in 1901 he 
was paid $3 per story; the next year in Buenos Aires, he was paid $15; in 1906, Caras y Caretas 
paid him $20 (131). To hammer the message home, he provides a panorama of his earnings 
between 1901 and 1927: 
Durante veintiséis años que corren desde 1901 hasta la fecha, yo he ganado con mi 
profesión doce mil cuatrocientos pesos. Esta cantidad en tal plazo de tiempo corresponde 
a un pago o sueldo de treinta y nueve pesos con setenta y cinco centavos por mes. 
Vale decir que si yo, escritor dotado de ciertas condiciones y de quien es presumible 
creer que he nacido para escribir, por constituir el arte literario su notoria actividad 
mental —quiere decir entonces que si yo debiera haberme ganado la vida exclusivamente 
con aquélla, habría muerto a los siete días de iniciarme en mi vocación, con las entrañas 
roídas. 
El arte es, pues, un don del cielo; pero su profesión no lo es. (131-32) 
His take-home was so pitiful that it is difficult to imagine that Quiroga, without having earned 
anything to supplement his writing income, could have bought his own books, even at the 
economical price of $1.50 to $2.50 (68). Yet not only do books and stories have an identifiable 
monetary value in Quiroga’s chronicles, so, too, does their author: Quiroga, indeed, refers to 
himself as “un valor cotizable en el mercado literario, con las alzas y bajas que todos conocemos 
perfectamente” (131). This vision of writing and authors as merchandise with a sticker price or a 
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trade value on “la bolsa de valores literarios” would have been a harsh reality to accept, and 
likely, to many, a vulgar one.99 
Over the same period, these issues provided plot conceits to plays as local writers 
contributed to the consolidation of Argentine theater. The professional writer’s tenuous 
economic situation was the subject of Roberto Payró’s play El triunfo de los otros, which 
premiered in September 1907 at the Teatro Odeón. Its protagonist, Julián, is a forty-year-old 
“esclavo atado al remo, un presidiario de las letras,” who scrapes by as a journalist, ghostwriter, 
and speechwriter for men far more successful than he (Teatro completo 230). Despite his long 
hours and ceaseless work, he and his wife are in dire financial straits, and he suffers from “[lo] 
que puede llamarse neurastenia, anemia cerebral, cualquier cosa; pero que, en definitiva, no es 
sino exceso crónico de trabajo” (211-212). He describes his miserable circumstances at length in 
the first act: 
JULIÁN. — ¿Y cómo había de triunfar hasta ahora, con todas las puertas cerradas, 
con todos los caminos barreados? Quince años de periodismo anónimo me exprimieron 
material y mentalmente. Pero siquiera vivíamos de mis jornales, porque no fuí otra cosa 
que un jornalero de la pluma, y mi trabajo redundó siempre en honra y provecho, no 
míos, sino del propietario del periódico. Sabes perfectamente cómo sacudí el yugo, cómo 
escapé a la esclavitud para caer en esta falsa independencia, en la que no dependo de uno 
sino de muchos, y en la que a veces no logro ganar nuestro pan… ¡Libros ajenos, dramas 
                                                
99 Dámaso Martínez writes that “podría conjeturarse que a los martinfierristas sobre todo los 
desconcertaba la ubicación imprecisa de Quiroga en el espacio cultural y literario de la época”: he was an 
established writer but not an official one; he had roots in modernismo but was a professional writer; he 
was friends with Lugones but respected by the boedistas; and he wrote from the margins but rejected 
regionalism (Yrigoyen 235). That is, his candor about the insertion of his work in the market, through an 
“aceptación de las reglas del juego, paralela a una actitud crítica y atenta a los excesos” (Colombi and 
Alberto-Vergara, in Quiroga, Los trucs 22), he clashed with the deeper ambivalence of the young avant-
garde toward the industrialization of culture. 
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ajenos, artículos ajenos, discursos ajenos!… Se olfatea mi existencia, se conjetura mi 
aptitud, se me asedia para que lave toda esa ropia sucia, para que edifique sólida y 
magníficamente con ridículos granos de arena. Y, sin embargo, ¡no tengo reputación! 
¡Soy un desconocido, un anónimo!… 
INÉS. — Esos mismos hechos te están probando que no lo eres. 
JULIÁN. — Para los que me utilizan no; para el público, para el pueblo, para lo que 
importa, para aquellos cuyo aplauso es una gloria, una caricia, el soplo del futuro, sí; 
¡desgraciadamente sí! (193) 
Neither journalism nor “independent” writing for hire allow him to make a living, because the 
success and celebrity won by the official author or the periodical owner are denied to the writer 
himself, nothing more than an anonymous “laborer.” But what other option does he have? “El 
que escribe,” writes Payró in his memoirs, “tiene que caer al periodismo, secarse en la tarea 
ramplona, deprimente y destructora, o reventar, si no tiene carácter para emprender el comercio, 
o correr tras de un empleo para sostenerse de él en cuanto lo consigna —generalmente tarde y 
mal— y renunciar al nombre literario que puede no servirle sino para crearle enemigos…” 
(Evocaciones 45-46).100 Writers, according to Payró, have only two options: the exploitative, 
                                                
100 Journalism is similarly described in Enrique Méndez Calzada’s 1923 dramatic sketch Criminales, 
published in Apr. of that year in the magazine Nosotros and in 1926 in his book Y volvió Jesús a Buenos 
Aires, under the title El crimen del profesor Ribero. “¡Es la fiebre brutal del trabajo en aquella redacción 
sórdida! Son las doce horas diarias de excitación, de locura, de vértigo. Y aquello, meses y meses, años y 
años, sin un paréntesis, sin un descanso. ¡Siempre, siempre igual!; es la paga miserable, el jornal 
mesquino con que los de arriba se creen autorizados a estrujarme el cerebro! Es la vida morbosa que 
llevo, siempre encerrado en aquella cárcel. Es no ver el sol sino como de limosna; ¡yo, que lo amo tanto! 
Es el ruido loco de las máquinas, que se incrusta en el cerebro; es la luz artificial, que nos quema las 
pupilas. Es la sorda rabia de verse mandado por ineptos, teniendo que escribir lo que a ellos conviene que 
se diga; teniendo que abdicar de las ideas propias, como esclavos. Es el dolor de arrastrar por las calles 
una miseria altiva entre la compasión de la piara. Sentirse más grande, más digno, mejor que todos 
ellos… y tener que humillárseles, porque son los que mandan. Es ver cómo la vida se va hundiendo en la 
sombra; cómo el anónimo brutal del periodismo esfuma nuestros sueños de gloria, la única riqueza con 
que contábamos, el único estímulo que nos impulsaba a vivir esta vida de miseria… Es todo, todo esto, y 
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vampiric, and parasitic world of journalism and writing for hire, or the abandonment of writing 
for a conventional job. Julián, for his part, pins his hopes on the premiere of a new tragic drama 
that will finally secure his triumph: “¡Después del teatro, el libro, el periódico, la fama, la 
victoria definitiva!…” (199) Nevertheless, his play is rejected by all the local companies and he 
is offered a government job only after he has suffered a complete nervous breakdown. His tragic 
ending, like that of his rejected theatrical masterpiece, serves as a “moralizing example” (199) 
that critiques the options available to professional writers at that time.101 
Given these circumstances, the appearance of so many projects attempting to 
institutionalize support for writers during this period is unsurprising. These institutions, in turn, 
formed part of a larger pattern of labor organizing around cultural production, and labor 
organizing in general.102 Yet, despite their push for professionalization, which involved the 
reconceptualization of writing as work, these efforts reveal continued ambivalence about this 
tranformation. Indeed, though they used some of the same strategies as worker mobilizations of 
the period, these organizations at first distanced themselves from ideology and politics, insisting, 
as the Sociedad de Actores did during a 1919 strike, that their only goal was “un mejoramiento 
                                                
las mil pequeñas amarguras que la memoria no recoge, de asco, pero que nos van envenando poco a poco. 
Es… (desfalleciendo), es la locura. ¡Oh, siquiera fuese pronto!” (Y volvió 157-58). 
 
101 Sarlo notes that for writers like Gálvez, Payró, and Giusti, “bohemio significaba para estos escritores 
alguien carente de una relación profesional con la literatura y, en consecuencia, alguien que no podía 
aspirar a vivir de ella ni a trazar un proyecto de escritura a largo plazo” (El imperio 111). 
 
102 See González Velasco, chapter three: “Los artistas parecían seguir casi al pie de la letra el libreto de los 
conflictos laborales que desde fines de 1918 se sucedían sin tregua en la ciudad: fundación de una entidad 
gremial, presentación de un petitorio con reivindicaciones salariales, alianza con otros gremios, 
paralización de las actividades” (113). See also Fabbri, volume 1. 
These organizations included the Sociedad de Autores Dramáticos y Líricos (1909), which in 1920 
splintered into SADA and the Círculo de Autores; the Sociedad de Autores y Compositores (1918); the 
Sociedad Argentina de Actores (1919) and the rival Unión Argentina de Actores (1921); the new 
Sociedad de Escritores (1928); and the Sociedad General de Autores de la Argentina (1934), which 
unified the rival playwright organizations. It is also worth nothing that the Law of Scientific, Literary, and 
Artistic Property passed in 1910. 
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económico” (qtd. in González Velasco 117). In 1920, in-fighting between members of the 
Sociedad de Autores Dramáticos y Líricos, about whether or not those playwrights who had 
staged more plays deserved a greater say in the decisions made by their professional 
organization, precipitated the split of the organization into two rival factions, and a subsequent 
strike led by the Federación de Gente de Teatro. With this conflict, it became clear that there was 
significant disagreement within the theater world about the relationship between cultural 
production, labor, and profit. The Federación leveraged partnerships between actors, authors, 
musicians, and technicians to argue for equal rights among members, framing their organizing as 
resistence to the incorporation of theater into the market (129). The other camp opposed the 
Federación’s with-us-or-against-us tactics, through which it had attempted to halt performances; 
its supporters stressed that members of the theater world were neither workers nor proletariat, 
and that theater associations would be wise to remember their primary duty to promote culture 
and aesthetics (141). The resolution of this conflict in July 1921 did not eliminate concerns about 
the incorporation of theater into the market, or about what this meant for playwrights and other 
theater professionals. On the contrary, these issues would prove central to critical reception of 






The expansion of theater in Buenos Aires over the first three decades of the twentieth century 
was spectacular: the capital went from 1.5 million annual theater spectators in 1900 to 6.6 
million in 1910, around four times that of the rate of population increase, to around 9 million in 
1922; and from eleven downtown theaters in 1906 to twenty-one in 1911, thirty-two in 1925, and 
forty-three in 1925, not counting the dozens of theaters in porteño neighborhoods beyond the 
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theater district around Corrientes Street.103 In 1924, the middle of porteño theater’s apical 
decade, Argentina had, reports successful playwright Enrique García Velloso, seventy-five 
theater companies employing 60,000 people between them (“A propósito”), typically anchored 
by a big name actor-impresario (Cilento and Rodríguez 83). In a city nearing two million people 
in the mid 1920s, these numbers were impressive. 
Contributing to this theater boom was the greater financial and geographic accessibility 
of theater. That the theater district was easily reachable by streetcar and, beginning in 1929, bus, 
undoubtedly helped consolidate theater’s hold on porteños; and those unable or unwilling to 
venture to the city center had options in their own neighborhoods, perhaps less prestigious but 
more convenient and less expensive. Prices, as with the Casino and Parque Japonés, were 
another draw, available in gradated popular prices analogous to the 10-20-30 scale pioneered by 
US vaudeville entrepreneurs in the late-nineteenth century to attract both working and middle-
class audiences (Trav S.D. 92-93): in 1927, a ticket for a downtown theater like the Teatro 
Argentino could be had for fifty cents, for the cheapest spot in the sky-high gods (paraíso or 
cazuela) section, to a more standard one peso for orchestra or dress-circle seats (platea or 
tertulia), and five pesos for box seats (palco); a ticket to a neighborhood theater cost as little as 
twenty to eighty cents (González Velasco 73-74). Though by the 1930s film, at only thirty to 
forty cents a ticket, had become the “principal espectáculo para los porteños” (49), popular 
theater, in the meantime, was available for the masses in a way that the capital’s most upscale 
theaters would never be. 
                                                
103 The data on spectator numbers is taken from González Velasco 56 and 83, and Seibel, Historia 467, 
who makes the comparison with the rate of population increase. The nine million figure is a rough 
estimate using figures from González Velasco, dividing total spectators of diversions as reported by 
municipal statistics in 1922 by the proportion of theater spectators to total spectators in 1924. On the 
number of theaters, see Cilento and Rodríguez 82-83 and González Velasco 33. For an extensive list of 
theaters that put on variety productions in the period 1910-1930, including neighborhood ones, see Sosa 
Cordero, 30-32. 
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Yet the accessibility of this theater—inexpensive, conveniently located, and 
entertaining—did not alone prompt such growth; the patronage of city residents would be 
secured, as with Caras y Caretas, by convincing them that a night at the theater was part and 
parcel of urban, upper and middle-class leisure time—and, thus, what the working classes should 
aspire to as well. Advertising, dedicated theater page and other features on theater in the mass 
press, and, one must assume, word of mouth, all performed this function, suggesting, through the 
omnipresence of discourse about theater, that everyone who could was attending. With a glance 
at the daily paper’s theater listings, a family could make their own plans for that very evening. 
The success of the teatro por horas would be secured through a combination of local 
color, cosmopolitan shine, and constantly updated bills that threw together theater and variety. 
Theater companies knew, after all, that their financial survival relied upon their ability to attract 
spectators, and to turn them into regular theatergoers. In other words, the key strategy of the 
teatro por horas was to adopt a rigorous strategy of crowd-pleasing with the flexibility to 
quickly adjust to the demands of the public: a lesson learned from the many-colored world of 
variety. As González Velasco observes, “la flexibilidad que ofrecía el sistema por secciones era 
una oportunidad para diversificar lo que ofrecía en cada función y, sin arriesgar toda la cartelera, 
introducir en alguna de las secciones alguna novedad, algún atractivo adicional que pudiera 
llamar la atención del público” (69). Thus if a play flopped, even one of the prestigious plays 
meant to anchor the season, the theater company could quickly prepare (often in late-night 
rehearsals) a new sainete or revue to lure the public back and boost revenue (Aisemberg et al. 
162). Indeed, over the course of a single March-to-November/December season, a lead actor 
might star in thirty or more plays (“Armando Discépolo,” 23 July 1929). 
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This crowd-pleasing variety strategy was, beginning in the mid-1910s, incorporated into 
the plays themselves. Taking up the mantle of the Spanish sainete and zarzuela, the Argentine 
sainete incorporated musical numbers into the plays, most popularly in the subgenre known as 
“sainete con cabaret.” Kickstarted by the Muiño-Alippi company’s 1918 hit Los dientes del 
perro (José González Castillo and Alberto Weisbach), these sainetes featured cabaret scenes in 
which leading actors performed one to two tangos—in the case of Los dientes del perro, the 
popular “Mi noche triste,” which Carlos Gardel had performed in late 1917 and recorded for 
Disco Nacional Odeón. The use of such song and dance numbers attracted fans eager to hear 
their favorite songs, performed live by their favorite actors and favorite bands (González Velasco 
71), and, by popularizing the songs, furthered record sales. What’s more, as world-building 
elements, they offered middle-class, genteel, or otherwise prim and proper audiences access to 
oft-scandalous cultural spaces like the cabaret and milonga (Seibel 555), where plots about 
deviation from bourgeois family values reaffirmed those very values. 
Throughout the 1920s, considered by scholars to be the heydey of theater in Buenos 
Aires, a typical espectáculo por secciones playbill might advertise the premiere of a one-act 
género chico play, with the impresario-stars in roles that best suited their strengths (generally 
written expressly for them), a musical number such as a popular tango integrated into the play 
and performed by one of the actors, a brand-name “orquesta típica,” a dance number performed 
by a celebrated dancer or duo, luxurious new sets and costumes, and sometimes additional 
attractions like a short film or unspecified variety performances. Even performances of more 
“serious” plays, such as those comprising the género grande, included opening sketches, 
entreacts, or fin de fiestas featuring typical variety acts. 
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Though variety proved a solid strategy for selling tickets to género chico plays, its 
parentage in popular spectacles and settings of dubious morality and class could rub critics the 
wrong way: “El género chico—salvo contadas excepciones—” wrote the theater magazine 
Comœdia in 1926, “para sostenerse en estos días en la desorientación general, ha recurrido a un 
procedimiento ni original ni nuevo: la introducción de las varietés en toda obra que lo pida de 
algún modo, transformando precisamente esa obra en un pálido marco que permita la explotación 
de todos los números acostumbrados a amenizar a los públicos de suburbio y una que otra rareza 
digna de un circo o de un cabaret” (qtd. in Pujol 30). Not only does the critic qualify the variety 
elements of those plays as mere oddities, more appropriate for lowbrow or morally suspect 
entertainments such as the circus or the cabaret, but he accuses those plays as possessing only a 
pretense of a plot, designed to accomodate variety acts. It was, in short, both drawn from an 
unsophisticated past (the circus) and symptomatic of a modern ill: the transformation of theater 
into money-grubbing, crowd-pleasing commercial venture. 
When Roberto Gache had enumerated the characteristics of variety—novelty, brevity, 
immediacy, transience, amiability, and levity—his list had left off this ingredient: money.104 As 
Caras y Caretas, the Casino, and the Parque Japonés, like US and European ventures before 
them, had proven, variety was profitable because it made a virtue of appealing to as broad an 
audience of consumers as possible, both by offering something for everyone and by articulating, 
and insinuating into consumer taste, a common-ground or middlebrow formula for saleability. 
For those who sought to earn their living from the theater, that such a recipe for success might 
exist was both Holy Grail and Pandora’s Box. Nevertheless, as we will see, critics often chafed 
                                                
104 This should not be construed as a shortcoming of Gache’s crónica: he was actually writing not about 
entertainment but about the superficiality of political power shifts. 
 
  109 
against the demands of publics whose tastes conflicted with their conception of what theater 
should be. 
Nowhere was variety more enthusiastically embraced than in the genre that swept 
glamorously into the teatro por horas in the 1910s and 1920s: the revue. Though Spanish-style 
revues had existed in Buenos Aires since the nineteenth century, it was in the mid-1910s that the 
genre began to take off. By the mid-1920s, the political satire, metatheatrical references, 
representation of local types (immigrants, workers, criminals, etc.) and spaces (the conventillo, 
the streets, neighborhoods), and narratively coherent sequence of acts of that model had been 
largely overtaken by the chorus girls, spectacular sets and costumes, musical numbers, and comic 
sketches characteristic of the French bataclan-style and Broadway revues.105 Omnivorous like 
their music-hall predecessors, the revues of the 1920s included seven to fifteen sketches with 
acting, music, and dance that touched on topics from current events and politics to exotic fantasy 
stories, neighborhood dramas, nightlife adventures, faddish new dances, and Hollywood stars. 
Their carefully orchestrated line-ups built to a spectacular penultimate or final sketch, usually a 
full-set piece with flashy costumes, choreography, and the participation of the biggest stars in the 
cast.106 Over the course of the decade the genre only increased in popularity: while sixteen revues 
premiered in 1921, this number grew to nearly one hundred by 1929 (González Velasco 38). 
Revues achieved this success by being—and by pitching themselves as—the ultimate 
crowd-pleasers. Because sketches were only loosely interconnected, when at all, they allowed for 
high turnover: a sketch that did not garner a positive audience reaction could be cut, while those 
                                                
105 Though American influence on the Argentine revue has been ignored by Argentine theater historians, 
Marechal refers to the revue as “importada de París y Norte América” (76). 
 
106 Not until 1936 were continuous shows, of the type that had been pioneered in US vaudeville, 
introduced in Buenos Aires—so announced a bill for the Teatro Nacional that year. All theater bills and 
broadsides cited in this dissertation were consulted in the ARGENTORES archive. 
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that were greeted with laughter and applause might stay on the bill for many performances. Some 
revues were even “best of” shows, which culled the most successful sketches from revues earlier 
in the season.107 Revues promoted their wares with titles that named the experience they sought 
to create for their spectators: El que la ve se Divierte (Teatro Ba-ta-clan, 24 Apr. 1925), Venga… 
que va a divertirse (Teatro Español, 3 June 1926), and Una Hora de Alegría (29 Oct. 1926).108 
Some revues, like Van a ver lo que no han visto (Teatro de Verano, 20 Oct. 1926) and Hay que 
ver para creer (Cine San Martín, 9 May 1927), promised hereto unseen novelties; others, like 
¡Es pa morirse de risa!… (Teatro General Mitre, 31 Oct. 1926) advertised laughs.109 Still others, 
like mass-circulation magazines, earlier variety ventures, and the amusement park, declared their 
mass appeal with titles like Para todos gustos (Teatro de Verano, 10 Nov. 1926) and Lo que tú 
quieras (Teatro Florida, 20 Oct. 1925). One 1925 show put it philosophically: En la variedad 
está el gusto (Teatro Ba-ta-clan, 24 Apr. 1925). 
In fomenting audience demand for a spectacular visual and auditory experience 
characterized by a constant supply of novelty, luxury, good taste, and cheer, the revue helped 
instill in audiences the desires that underpinned the modern logic of consumption. Revues 
achieved this experience through a parade of luxurious and sumptuous costumes and set design, 
attractively proportioned chorus girls, and musical numbers that were “livianos, sencillos y 
                                                
107 Ahí va lo más aplaudido (Teatro Porteño, 22 July 1927). 
 
108 Others with similar titles include La Alegría de la Vida (Teatro Victoria, 9 June 1922), ¡Muchachada 
alegre! (Royal Theatre, 14 Dec. 1922), A divertirse muchachos (Teatro Maipo, 7 Jan. 1927), En el 
Porteño hay Alegría (Teatro Porteño, 1 Feb. 1927), ¡El Templo de la Alegría (Cine-Teatro Cabildo, 3 
Feb. 1927), ¡Pasen, que les va a gustar! (Teatro Albéniz, 13 May 1927), Para Gente Alegre Solamente… 
(Teatro Ateneo, 4 Feb. 1928), Dá gusto vivir horas alegres (Teatro Apolo, 6 June 1928), ¿Te Gustó? 
(Teatro Variedades, 21 Sept. 1928). 
 
109 Others like the former include ¡Pasen a ver el fenómeno! (Teatro Porteño, 7 Sept. 1923), Esto si [sic] 
que es un fenómeno!! (Cine San Martín, 23 May 1927), ¡Esta sí que no la pierdo! (Teatro General Mitre, 
29 Sept. 1928). Other examples of the latter are Corra.., venga.., entre… y ríase (Teatro General Mitre, 12 
Nov. 1926), Lo Mejor es Reir (Teatro Maipo, 19 Sept. 1931). 
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silbables . . . á la salida del teatro” (Rev. of Discos dobles). As El Diario put it in the mid-1920s: 
“Luz, movimiento, alegría, colorido, música desordenada y bulliciosa que acompaña a unas 
bailarinas que interpretarán exóticas contorsiones más o menos rítmicamente y la indispensable 
dosis de gracia que alegre aun más la expresión de colorido visual y auditivo. He aquí el 
argumento de una revista que hoy está de moda” (Rev. of Pa muestra). Indeed, though the 
modern revue could be defined by its formal structure of acts that included music, dance, and 
short comic or dramatic sketches, its chorus girls and big band, more than that, it was a spirit, a 
flock of adjectives: vistosa, variada, bailable, lujosa, ligera, amena, alegre, graciosa, movida, 
suntuosa, colorida, entretenida. To Marechal, “el género de la revista, con su movilidad 
incesante, su frívola sucesión de cuadros y su juego de colores y músicas también representa un 
aspecto de la calle [Corrientes], y tal vez una mentalidad de sus hombres” (76): a demand for 
novelty (whether or not it was substantial), spectacularity, and pleasure. These spectators, in 
contrast with the ragtag audiences of the sainete, might be “más refinados y modernos,” 
demanding “el lujo, el buen gusto y la alegría.”110 These characteristics, as we will see in the next 
chapter, would be invoked in idealized depictions of consumption in the domestic sphere. 
Furthermore, with the revue, as with consumption, leisure time was set up as relief from 
the work week and its responsibilities. Indeed, as one 1926 revue title succintly put it, one of the 
selling points of the genre was Para que usted se distraiga (Teatro Español, 7 June 1926). When 
the 1924 revue ¡Así da gusto! (Teatro Maipo, 3 Dec. 1924), in which former chorus girl Gloria 
Guzmán made her debut as a featured performer, celebrated its 300th performance in March 
1925 (¡Así da gusto!), El Diario argued that the revue had won over theatergoers because “el 
                                                
110 While according to Marechal the audience of the Maipo and Porteño were “más refinados y 
modernos,” that of the sainetes at the Nacional as “compadritos de barrio, adolescentes ruidosos, horteras 
peinados hasta la locura, aventureros de fin de semana” (75). The latter quote is from an Última Hora 
review of Lo que gusta a las mujeres. 
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público desea encontrar en el teatro un pasatiempo donde poder olvidar, que mal no sea por el 
curso de una hora, las preocupaciones que acarrean las actividades cotidianas.” Just as Caras y 
Caretas had represented the Parque Japonés as an escape from the work week, this revue, 
according to the newspaper, “es soñar despierto,” the ideal medium for escapism. It has “nada de 
problemas intrincados ni pretender hacer funcionar el mecanismo pensante del espectador. 
Libertad de fantasía y ridiculización de los asuntos más serios de la vida habitual, he ahí el 
secreto del éxito del género bataclánico” (Rev. of Pa muestra). By providing audiences with an 
escapist fantasy, the revue assembled audiences with a common set of expectations that 
entertainment, like consumption, could fulfill. In fact, thanks to the visual appeal of the shows 
and their chorus girls, it would be the bataclan genre, not serious theater, that would achieve 
popularity not only in Buenos Aires, but throughout the country (García Velloso, Arte 208). Like 
film, and like US vaudeville, the revue helped assemble an Argentine mass audience, prefiguring 
and complimenting that of the radio starting in the late 1920s.111 
Nevertheless, the emphasis on visuality was a double-edged sword to critics: though a 
revue could be beautiful, it could hardly be considered art. According to critics, the success of a 
revue depended not on the talent of the author or the performers, but rather on the shapely legs of 
its chorus girls and the contributions of the choreographer, costume designer, set designer, 
machinist, and electrician. “¡Vengan revistas!” one Crítica review declared (ripe with sarcasm), 
for “en ellas, los autores, tienen como única intervención efectiva, el cobrar los derechos… 
(Todavía le llamamos ‘derechos’ con un resto de optimismo). Los factores de éxito están a cargo 
de sastres, decoradores, coreógrafos y las líneas más o menos perfectas e insinuantes de las 
                                                
111 See Trav S. D. 92, Rabinovitz 18, Matallana 19. 
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‘vedettes’…” (Rev. of ¡Así da gusto!).112 To write for a revue hardly involved writing; it was a 
financial transaction that relied upon the shine and sparkle of the stage for its success. 
Some reviews went so far as to suggest that revue-writers could hardly be considered 
writers. To write a revue was not an theatrical undertaking, affirmed Crítica reviewer Luis 
Góngora, it was an “oficio” that required “un ‘sexto sentido’ independiente de todo sentido 
teatral”: “saber establecer un equilibrio entre el buen gusto artístico y las exigencias del público, 
entre la novedad absoluta y la relativa y conocer, en fin, mil y un secretos para hacer pasar hora y 
media de diversión al espectador” (Rev. of Las alegres chicas ). Revue-writers were artisans, not 
playwrights, and if revue writers “goza[n] todavía de cierto prestigio,” it is “al amparo de otro 
género de teatro que cultivaron cuando las extremidades inferiores de una artista no se valoraban 
para decidir el éxito de una producción” (Gustavinos, Rev. of La octava maravilla). Other 
reviewers were harsher still, ignoring craft entirely to describe the revue-writer as “un simple 
obrero mecánico” (Rev. of Día social porteño). 
Most of these workers, however, did not even put sufficient effort into their “oficio.” 
Critics frequently accused revues of weak writing, unoriginality, and a lack of novelty.113 Though 
popular audiences reportedly enjoyed seeing their favorite sketches reprised and their favorite 
tunes performed live, to Crítica reviewer Enrique Gustavinos writers who recycled old sketches 
instead of creating new material were lazy and mercenary (Rev. of La octava maravilla); they 
held the genre back. As Góngora put it, despite constant improvements in the “alegría, variedad y 
                                                
112 Such sentiments were quite common. See García Velloso, Arte 206 (cited in chapter four), as well as 
Crítica (Rev. of Las alegres chicas): “el trabajo del sastre y del escenógrafo, las sorpresas del maquinista 
y las combinaciones del electricidad tengan más valor que el del talento ausente.” 
 
113 For example: “Como de costumbre, es la letra el punto débil” (Rev. of ¡Viva la revista!, Última Hora); 
“Los temas tratados no son, por cierto, originales,” writes La Razón on the Maipo’s ¡Viva la revista!; 
“Hemos visto una revista más, sin una nota que se haga recordar por unos minutos, una revista floja 
sostenida en un mediocre término medio. En la letra reside principalmente la poca eficacia que resulta del 
conjunto” (Rev. of El Plato del día). 
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lujo en la presentación escénica” of revues, “mientras el público no se decida a exigir a las 
revistas una cuarta condición esencial, fuera de las enumeradas: la del talento que los autores 
deban poner en ellas, las revistas sólo tienen un valor cuantitativo más que cualitativo” (Rev. of 
Las alegres chicas); “no se logra nunca,” affirmed Gutavinos, “ofrecer espectáculos que 
satisfagan a públicos cultos” (Rev. of La octava maravilla). Though Gustavinos is confident that 
the public will eventually lose interest in the genre, he is not optimistic that its decadence will 
lead to serious attempts to improve it: “sería torpeza el pensar en renovarse… ¿Para qué? Las 
ganancias son brillantes y lo demás interesa 
poco.” 
Over the course of the 1920s, 
accusations that theater had become a mere 
industry for which “se siguen fabricando 
producciones” (Rev. of El placer de los 
dioses) were launched from the pages of 
even the most commercial newspapers and 
magazines. In the first year of that decade, 
El Hogar denounced certain unnamed 
periodicals for allegedly having ceased to 
overview the year in theater to instead 
report on the sums authors earned in 
royalties, protesting that “es una cosa el 
dinero y otra el arte” (“Las obras teatrales”). 
Góngora, reviewing El cabaret del diablo 
Figure 1: Julio Escobar, "Lo que ganan nuestros autores." 
ARGENTORES 
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for Crítica, expounded at length on the subject, wry humor abounding: 
Esta industria, que no tiene representación en la exposición que actualmente se realiza 
en Palermo, merece ser tenida en cuenta con la misma consideración con que vemos las 
que elaboran productos diversos que el público consume. Es una industria digna de todos 
nuestros respetos, amparada, como la que fabrica calzado o perfumes, por las leyes 
tutelares del Estado. Eso sí; un producto manufacturado con el único y exclusivo objeto 
de su expendio al público, tiene que ser considerado desde un punto de vista diverso. 
Desdichado el señor crítico que quiera contemplar tales engendros comerciales desde las 
nubes metafísicas del Arte trascendental. O se aburre, o se indigna, o se cae de las nubes 
en feísima y ridícula situación. 
Ante una pieza como “El cabaret del diablo” cabe solo mostrar la mayor o menor 
habilidad con que el artesano ha unido ruedecitas y engranajes y declarar, viendo 
funcionar la maquinaria, si entretiene o no, o si resulta un artefacto idiota e inútil. Muchas 
personas y excelentes amigos que fueron anoche al teatro con el honesto propósito de 
divertirse me declararon que efectivamente el producto industrial que acacaban de 
contemplar era inútil e idiota y que para tal exhibición del ingenio humano valía más 
quedarse en casa, pero por experiencia sé que tales juicios sintéticos son apasionados. 
Muchas veces es el bolsillo herido el que habla. 
This, surely, is what Enrique Méndez Calzada meant when he called humor “una resignación 
bajo protesta” (Pro y contra 127). The exaggeration highlights what Góngora sees as an absurd 
situation in which it has become impossible, and useless, to judge theater from the perspective of 
art criticism: the only question one can reasonably ask is whether it provides sufficient 
entertainment to be worth the spectator’s investment of time and hard-earned money. The 
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problem was not merely that theater was industrialized—and it undeniably was, according to 
Góngora—but that it often, as in this case, turned out a shoddy product that failed to perform as 
advertised. Furthermore, though his proposal that the theater industry should be treated like that 
of shoes, or perfume, is clearly sarcastic, there is a kernel of sincerity in his suggestion that it be 
protected by the same force of law with which the government protected its other industries: 
authors and producers had butted heads over the insufficient enforcement of copyright law since 
the beginning of the century. In the case of El cabaret del diablo, however, any authorial claim 
to the play was sullied by mere mercantilism. Though “el nombre del autor del pabellón que 
cubre la mercadería” is that of Eduardo Pérez Pacheco, who the program claims to have adapted 
the play from the original by “un tal Francis A. Blair,” word on the street (the theater lobby) is 
that both the English name, suggestive of a quality European import, and that of the translator are 
fronts for a sinister play-making factory, producing works for popular audiences: “Todos en el 
ambiente teatral,” declares Góngora, “saben que tal nombre es un pseudónimo, detrás del cual 
oculta el empresario Ballerini, o un sindicato productor que preside Ballerini. . . . Se dudaba 
seriamente de la existencia de Mr. Blair en este asunto.” Though the mystery of authorship 
remained to be solved, pending analysis of the royalty statements, the industrialism of the play 
could not be disputed. As we will see in the following section, this idea, of cultural production as 
industrial production, threatened the livelihood and status of playwrights who wanted to work as 
their principles dictated, creating works of art. 
 
 
The “Public Factor” and the Unalienable Right to Entertainment 
 
 
Juan Moreira, the stage adaptation of Eduardo Gutiérrez’s bestselling 1879 feuilleton about a 
gaucho’s quest for vengeance, was not only a foundational work of Argentine popular theater, 
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but, just as importantly, its first big troublemaker. An oft-told anecdote about the play recounts 
how during the scenes in which Moreira is pursued by the police, spectators frequently, in what 
Prieto calls “casos de identificación espontánea, estimulados tanto por la proximidad física que 
unía a actores y espectadores, como por la carga emocional de las situaciones que se mostraban 
en el improvisado escenario” (147), jumped into the circus ring to defend him from his 
pursuers.114 Spectator enthusiasm for Moreira made such a splash that the mass press quickly 
declared “moreirismo,” the imitation of the character’s mannerisms and actions, the social 
menace of the day, baptizing criminals new Moreiras and commenting upon the gaucho’s 
omnipresence during Carnaval, including among immigrant revelers, until around the Centenary. 
The concern of the press was two-fold: on the one hand, that untried spectators were so 
immersed in Moreira’s tale that they were not able to properly separate the staged fiction from 
reality in or outside the theater, imitating the famous outlaw heedless to (or, worse, embracing) 
the vulgarity and violence of their imitations; and on the other, that only “authentic” criollos 
should be permitted ownership of this icon of Argentine culture (see Prieto 150-52). Not only 
does this anecdote reveal several sociocultural and political concerns of the period,115 it also 
stands out as an early point of tension about mass culture, revealing the unease of the intellectual 
elite about the expansion of spectatorship to the working class and new Argentines, whose ability 
to act “properly” as spectators—as Argentine spectators—they doubted. Their behavior, in short, 
threatened both the cultured sanctity of theater as art and public order beyond it. 
                                                
114 On this anecdote, see Cilento 127, Prieto 147. The pantomime version of the play in 1884 saw another 
instance of this, here a calculated act of showmanship: at Podestá’s instruction, one of Moreira’s 
adversaries played dead even after the play ended, and only after spectators began wandering into the ring 
to find out what had happened did Podestá give the order for him to get up (Cilento 127; Podestá 52-53). 
 
115 For example: the concern about criminality and theatricality articulated by José Ingenieros and José 
María Ramos Mejía, the assimilation of immigrants into Argentine society, the role of the gauchesco and 
rural Argentina in national culture, etc. 
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Theater reforms of the 1910s and 1920s were instrumental in initiating the teatro por 
horas’s audiences into a world of theatrical entertainment organized around certain practices and 
standards of behavior. To minimize disruptions and keep the spotlight on the stage (visible to the 
whole audience thanks to the proscenium layout), house lights were now dimmed during 
performances and spectators were barred from entering the theater once the show had begun 
(García Velloso 207).116 Some venues, such as the popular Maipo, Porteño, and Sarmiento 
theaters, emphasized the strict start time on their bills (“a las 18,20 en punto” or “a las 23,20 en 
punto,” for example) through the first half of the twenties: an indication that by the second half 
of the decade spectators knew to arrive on time. Theaters also mandated that both men and 
women remove their hats inside (207)—a mark of polite society. Some broadsides, including one 
1931 Casino advertisement, included an “aviso al público” from the owners requesting that 
spectators refrain from smoking in the theater.117 Promotional materials often specified whether 
or not shows were appropriate for women and children; family-friendly performances and venues 
would likely have proscribed certain behaviors permitted at racier shows. These rules of 
                                                
116 These changes shifted the focus from the audience to the performers. See Marcus, “Celebrity 2.0,” 37. 
 
117 It reads: 
“Aviso al público 
La Empresa ruega a los distinguidos espectadores, se abstengan de fumar en la sala, en atención a 
las señoras y señoritas concurrentes a nuestros funciones. 
La Empresa” 
I have thus far been unable to verify whether Argentine theaters generally had other rules about employee 
and spectator conduct, such as those that became near-universal in US vaudeville theaters of late 
nineteenth and early twentieth century: no drinking, no smoking, no making advances on women, no 
onstage vulgarity, and no unaccompanied ladies (Trav S. D. 68-81). Vaudeville performer-turned-
businessman F. F. Proctor took the proscription of such behavior so seriously that he would even fire 
employees caught drinking outside of work (77). Theater lobbies were posted with signs listing the house 
rules, which also included prohibitions against wearing hats indoors and against foot-stomping. Patrons 
who violated these rules were handed small cards with a chastising message on them, and those who were 
especially disruptive were summarily escorted out by vaudeville’s version of the present-day bouncer: 
hulking ushers in tuxedoes. Benjamin Keith, who owned a nationwide circuit of theaters (and who would 
be the “K” in RKO Pictures), would even lecture the audience on proper behavior in the early years of his 
career (93). 
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spectatorship were partly practical: wearing hats could impede other spectators’ view of the stage 
and smoking could spark fires. Yet they also formed part of a larger project of cultural education 
that included a series of proper behaviors and desires oriented toward consumption of mass 
culture and use of leisure time.118 Attending the theater occurred, like work, according to a 
schedule; it set aside time during which the audience, no longer distracted by latecomers or 
visual impediments, might find themselves immersed in staged action. At the same time, these 
rules reminded them that they were only spectators whose interactions with the play should be 
limited to actions such as applause, laughter, tears, and in cases of displeasure, whistles, boos, or 
stoic silence. 
Nevertheless, as porteños began to attend the theater en masse, it quickly became clear 
that the terms of their engagement with theater would be, as with the Juan Moreira audience, 
difficult, if not impossible to dictate. Indeed, the success of the Podestá production of Moreira in 
Buenos Aires had set a precedent with which local playwrights would have to contend well into 
the new century: demand for Argentine-set plays with enough visual and emotional excitement 
to attract the attention of the circus-going and, one supposes, feuilleton- and periodical-reading 
public. García Velloso, who penned Pepe Podestá’s hit sainete Gabino el mayoral (1902), recalls 
in his memoirs that “nuestro público estaba compuesta en su casi totalidad por los entusiastas e 
ingenuos espectadores del circo que se sabían de memoria a Moreira… No concebían otro teatro 
que aquel. Teníamos por lo tanto que escribir dramas efectistas que impresionaron por su diálogo 
exageradamente lírico, por la acción atropellada y la nota amatoria romántica en su aceptación 
más cursi” (10). It was a public whom the author, at least in this text, does not seem to respect, 
referring to it as an “alma colectiva inculta que no se hallaba en condiciones de pensar sino de 
                                                
118 For a parallel example, see the discussion of the playful crowds of the Parque Japonés in the first 
chapter of this dissertation. 
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sentir” (10). That privileging of feeling over thought is, to García Velloso, indicative of bad taste 
and vulgarity—cursilería and incultura. For even this commercially sympathetic author, the 
situation was less than ideal: when audiences demanded, and put their money behind, unrealistic 
dialogue, violent action scenes, and saccharine romance, how could a theater of ideas and beauty 
possibly prevail? The short answer: it generally would not. 
If intellectuals had hoped that the vexatious transformation of theater into popular 
entertainment would fade as Argentine theater modernized, they were greatly mistaken. 
Moreira’s success also confirmed what was already becoming evident in the capital temples of 
the género chico: audience demand for “sus propios héroes” (Marco 8), who spoke in dialects 
and inhabited settings familiar to Buenos Aires theatergoers. This growing interest in Argentine 
plays, particularly sainetes, created opportunities for Argentine actors, playing Argentine types 
(Cilento 118, 129), many of whom came out of the world of popular spectacles like the circus 
(Pujol 23).119 Out of this experience came an acting style dominated by techniques and tricks that 
came out of the world of circus and variety: “la caricatura y el chiste verbal, . . . la maquietta, la 
mueca, la morcilla, los retruécanos, apartes, etc.” (Cilento and Rodríguez 90). Its laughter-
seeking style of entertainment, we will see, would provoke the ire of critics. 
Playwrights and audiences, indeed, often seemed to disagree about what made, or what 
should make, a work successful. Yet where the sustainability of theater relied upon the ability of 
playwrights, theater companies, and owners to attract paying customers, this possibility of a 
“fórmula del éxito” was tantalizing. As the title of a 1917 interview with writer-of-all-trades José 
A. Saldías wryly put it, “¿Cómo se hace una obra de éxito?” How did the successful playwright, 
that “ser casi sobrenatural, no tanto para el público, ni para la crítica, como para los autores que 
                                                
119 In his 1918 book Una época del teatro argentino, Juan Pablo Echagüe asserted that Argentine national 
theater did not start with the gauchesco, but rather “el teatro gauchesco nos dió actores” where there were 
not any before, to perform the plays that local authors were writing (17). 
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‘no agarran,’ ” do it? Per Saldías, a playwright should possess a measure of daring; write from 
observation of reality, so the public can recognize themselves and their experience in the play; 
understand and write for the experience of spectatorship the audience desires;120 employ a 
“comicidad sana” without jokes; and portray “spiritually and psychologically Argentine” 
characters. To any regular theater spectator, it would be clear that this list did not constitute “la 
piedra filosofal” of success, especially when it came to Saldías’s definition of comedy. At the 
same time, to many writers, the idea of adapting to audience demands would have seemed like a 
betrayal of principles, a sort of mercantilism. 
Authors and reviewers begrudgingly recognized, however, that whether a play was a hit 
or a flop largely depended on the reaction of the public. They also understood that popular and 
middle-class audiences, despite intellectuals’ and many playwrights’ wishes otherwise, generally 
did not clamor for works of intellectual and artistic genius, but rather demanded to be entertained 
and moved: they sought vicarious emotional stimulation. Most of all, they wanted to laugh. 
Critics, unsurprisingly, did not approve. 
It was not emotion itself that critics disapproved of, but rather the sorts of emotivity 
associated with lowbrow melodrama and popular spectacles: to quote Matthew Karush on 
melodrama, an “aesthetic of emotional excess” (85). Critics distinguished between what they saw 
as a genuine emotional response, fairly won, and a knee-jerk reaction, the result of authors 
catering to vulgar public tastes. They attributed the first, “la emoción sincera,” to reflection upon 
the realities of human drama and the creation of fully fleshed out characters,121 and the second to 
unsophisticated humor (jokes, stereotypes), thrill-seeking, and dime-novel melodrama. Crítica 
                                                
120 “El autor no debe desdeñar la oportunidad. Si el público está por la risa, es ineficaz ponérsele de frente 
con apostolados trascendentes y con anatemas jupiterianos.” 
 
121 See La Nación, review of theater critic and novice playwright Edmundo Guibourg’s El sendero en las 
tinieblas. 
 
  122 
reviewer Edmundo Guibourg disdainfully referred to such theater as the “imperio del folletín,” 
the equivalent of a “novelón” or “dramón” devoured by a public of “honradísimos porteros” and 
“civilizados dependientes de tienda” that “siguió con un nudo en la garganta las emocionantes 
peripecias” and watched “en hilaridad constante,” even “momentos de verdadera convulsión” 
(Rev. of El huesped). Not only were such emotional reactions unfairly won, according to 
Guibourg, but they turned the public into brainless figures entirely at the mercy of feeling. 
Reviewers were quick to cast judgment on spectators’ delight in melodrama, even in 
plays by well-respected playwrights. Writing about García Velloso’s “cinematic” 1925 play, 
Martes de carnaval, Crítica describes that theater’s audience as demanding  
obras de carácter fuertemente dramático, de pura acción externa, sin mayor 
humanidad en los caracteres ni mayor verosimilitud en el argumento. Obras hechas para 
espectadores sencillos, fáciles a la emoción — ¡ah, las lágrimas que ha hecho derramar 
Blanca Podestá en el Smart! — pueden a veces distrazar su carácter puramente efectista 
con tal o cual diálogo con pretensiones filosóficas o ese o aquel conato de estudio 
psicológico, pero el más desavisado descubre el fácil ‘camouflage’: son piezas destinadas 
a herir la sensibilidad superficial de auditorios que se conmueven con facilidad 
admirable. 
Es, tal vez, el mismo público que va a los cines. (Cordone) 
The irony of the word choice will not be lost on the perspicacious reader: “efectista” was, she 
will recall, precisely the adjective García Velloso would employ in his memoir to describe the 
sort of theater demanded of playwrights by audiences in the post-Moreira scene. Here there was 
yet another cultural form responsible: film, which, the reviewer suggests, encouraged viewer 
satisfaction with melodrama, flat characters, and visual distraction. Both writers and audiences 
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were at fault: the latter, for being too easily moved by melodrama, and the former, for lowering 
themselves to their level while pretending, with superficial effects, that they are not. 
The problem of bad taste, according to critics, was not unique to the working classes. 
“Está ocurriendo en todas partes del mundo un fenómeno que podríamos llamar de 
democratización del público de los teatros, que trae aparejada un desencadenamiento de 
instintos,” Guibourg argued. “El ‘nouveau-riche’ crea un gusto extravagante, barroco, rastacuero; 
el ignorante exige la emoción provocada a brocha gorda, con truculencias o estulteces; el 
profano, quiere ser impresionado por lo puramente externo. Y la degradación en el gusto se torna 
colectiva y no queda otro remedio que esperar que sobrevenga el cansancio y se adviertan 
nuevos horizontes” (Rev. of El huesped). Here, Guibourg distinguishes publics through taste 
preferences: the recently wealthy favored extravagance, uneducated audiences vulgar jokes, and 
el profano superficial thrills. Though only the first category explicitly references class, easy 
emotion and undereducation were frequently used in the period to refer to popular, typically 
working-class audiences. The last category, however, is less clear-cut: profano may be 
understood to refer to inexperience, secularism, blasphemy, or, perhaps most temptingly, a 
generic laity—new and growing lay audiences loyal not to traditional aesthetic or spiritual 
standards, but rather to spectacle. In other words, the characteristics associated with modern city 
life and, especially, with the nebulous, but mobility-seeking middle classes. Guibourg suggests 
that at least when it came to mass culture, it made more sense to define audiences through taste 
preferences than class terminology. And indeed, for him, mass culture’s democratization of 
access to culture has had a profoundly detrimental, and widespread, effect on taste. 
With the combination of excess, vulgarity, and spectacle, it was, according to Guibourg, 
difficult to hope that any better theater would soon triumph. Indeed, he concludes, the two 
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mediocre plays in question “durarán largo tiempo en el cartel”—an echo of a favorite phrase that 
dismissed the imbecility and tastelessness of the audience, often used as a zinger at the end of a 
critical review: “aplaudió la obra.” Because of this reported reception, Guibourg points to this 
theater as an indicator of continuity between the world of the feuilleton and that of film, which 
together would bring audiences to unearned laughter and tears for decades, relieving complacent 
porteños of their money along the way. While mass-reproduced film, like the amusement park, 
was the product of a modern entertainment industry, theater was an aesthetic tradition, a cultural 
institution; to transform it into popular entertainment was a threat to the institution, to art itself. 
For writers hoping to produce works of artistic genius, the danger was real. 
No single person was consistently identified as the culprit; it was rather an undeniable 
fact of the current state of theater, shaped as it was by a tangle of interactions among writers, 
producers, actors, critics, and publics in which the laws of supply and demand seemed to hold 
firm over those of aesthetics. Writers and critics used reviews as an opportunity to express their 
consternation over this situation. Already in the mid-1910s theater reviewers were buzzing about 
the decadence of Argentine theater, which they attributed to mercantilism. Whether public or 
authors were to blame for the abundance of plays of doubtful quality, however, was up for 
debate, a matter Crítica referred to in 1915 as “aquella eterna cuestión del público y de los 
autores, aquel eterno cuento del huevo y la gallina, sobre el refinamiento artístico del primero y 
la decadencia de los segundos. . . ¿Quién hizo a quién?” (Rev. of Buenos Aires Q. E. P. D.). 
Botana’s paper offered up more definite thoughts the following year: 
Si el mal existe, nadie ha apuntado a la causa con segura mano. ‘Son los cómicos, los 
malos’, dicen los autores; ‘es el público que trueca arte por tontería’ dicen aquellos. Son 
unos y aquellos, afirmamos nosotros. El factor público nunca ha obrado en el artista si 
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éste no ha pospuesto a su arte el aplauso fácil y la larga recompensa. Turba el oro la 
visión más clara y él que entre línea y línea, mira el brillar de un ducado, es inútil que 
busque inspiración en otra parte que no sea en la talega. (“El teatro interior”) 
Everyone was to blame, it was sure; but ultimately, it all came down to money. 
That particular golden rule (that is, of money) was often blamed for the process through 
which plays for the teatro por horas were frequently written and produced: that is, by 
commission. Theater companies commissioned authors to write plays that catered to the 
strengths of their star actors, were consistent with the particular brand of theater for which that 
company, and the theater in which they performed, was known, and would appeal to the regular 
public of actors, company, and theater. Reviews drew a direct line between the production of 
crowd-pleasing plays according to this model and the pursuit of money: facile appeals to the 
lower faculties of the audience—that is, to their emotions, rather than intellect—were seen as a 
mercantile strategy effected by playwrights seduced by, to borrow Julio Escobar’s words, “las 
pequeñas sirenas de la lujuria diaria” (“Al margen de un banquete”). 
Because of the overlap between journalism and playwriting—many playwrights were 
also salaried journalists and many journalists tried their hands at theater—the theater pages often 
read like an airing of grievances of by playwrights frustrated with the difficulty of producing 
plays that would both satisfy their own aesthetic and intellectual values and earn them enough 
money to live on. Such was the case in Escobar’s article “El esfuerzo de los autores.” Despite his 
(pragmatic) admission that “el artista antes que nada necesita vivir. Y con la obra de arte aquí no 
se vive,” he is far from happy about the situation: “Les juro por mi madre que muchas noches he 
llorado de rabia ante esa esclavitud á las gansadas que dan dinero.” The only way out is to toil 
away producing trifles the public will like, even if the writer thinks they are in bad taste, until he 
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can at last make enough money to be able to write true works of art: “Hay que resignarse ante la 
tiranía de la vulgaridad del público hasta conseguir la independencia económica que es la 
independencia de la inspiración.” 
A few lone voices, usually authors of recent successes, or of plays that had been accused 
of pandering to public tastes, spoke out in defense of writing for specific actors and audiences. 
The playwright Héctor Quesada, in a 1917 interview in La Razón, insisted that if “la 
preocupación de los autores nacionales debe ser reflejar en el teatro las costumbres de nuestro 
ambiente social,” it should be done “teniendo en cuenta los artistas que interpretarán sus obras, 
así como la clase de público ‘habitué’ a la sala. Insisto en decir que esto y no otra cosa deben 
tener presente el público y la crítica al juzgar las obras de nuestro incipiente teatro nacional.” 
Realistic, perhaps, but against the grain of intellectual values. 
The catch was, as Guibourg put it with characteristic sardonicness in 1925, complaining 
about having to cater to popular tastes would only mean unemployment: “Y le asisten [al 
público] además indiscutibles derechos. Exige que se le interese, que no se le aburra o se le 
fastidie. Los autores, intérpretes y empresarios que atenten contra ese derecho inalienable 
tendrán que conformarse con hacer teatro sin público. ¿Y existe o puede subsistir el teatro sin 
público? Evidentemente no” (Rev. of El huesped). The public had the right to like it whatever 
they wanted to like, because without them there would be no theater at all. If Caras y Caretas 
had seen fit to describe the crowd-pleasing program of the Parque Japonés, an entertainment 
venture that stood outside (figuratively and geographically) the bounds of traditional cultural 
institutions, as a public service, applied to theater—to what was supposed to be art—these 
strategies were base mercantilism. Market legitimation, to borrow Bourdieu’s terminology, may 
have been the reality even with theater, but it was not desirable. 
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Though few authors, theater companies, producers, or theaters were entirely spared from 
accusations of mercantilism, certain individuals and institutions were considered especially 
guilty of participating in this “theater-industrial complex.” Indeed, the preferred targets of critics 
were those creators and performers whose plays used melodrama, popular musical genres, or 
certain types of humor to secure the interest of working and lower-middle class audiences. One 
such company was the Compañía Argentina de Comedias César Ratti, founded in 1920, which 
consistently provoked the disdain of Última Hora and Crítica’s reviewers, whether from the 
stages of the Sarmiento, the Apolo, or the Smart. The Ratti brothers, César and leading man 
Pepe, were guilty of the greatest sin that could be committed by a theater company: they found a 
niche in the local market by commissioning plays that catered to popular tastes in humor and 
settings, such as Manuel Romero’s El bailarín del cabaret, in which for 550 performances Ratti 
danced tango and Ignacio Corsini began his successful career, singing “Patotero sentimental” 
(González Velasco 183, Seibel 608), and Florencio Parravicini’s El campeón de box (1925). 
Última Hora and Crítica’s reviewers delighted in pelting Ratti productions with insults 
both veiled and explicit: they neglected to recount the plots because to do so “supone una tarea 
poco menos que imposible” (A. L. P.). Even when critics conceded that there was little to fault in 
the performance, they could not bring themselves to say anything truly laudatory; the best they 
could do was admit, grudgingly, that despite the mediocrity of the play they were more or less 
diverted. Última Hora described their production of Julio Traversa’s two-act play Un autor en 
busca de seis personajes, whose title inverted that of Pirandello’s Seis personajes en busca de 
autor (Seibel, Historia 637), as “una obra de un empresario. Vamos a explicarnos. Con los ojos 
fijos en el público—y sin olvidar que para entrar al teatro el público debe pasar por la boletería—
Julio Traversa ha construído dos actos preñados de situaciones y escenas que obligan a la risa. 
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Para no fallar, Traversa no ha querido ensayar cosas nuevas. Ha echado mano de todo lo más 
eficaz que en materia de comicidad tienen las obras modelo del género.” Not only did the play 
lack originality or novelty, but its recycled jokes and situations were designed to make the play a 
sure money-making venture; it practically manipulated the public into enjoying themselves. 
In contrast with the revue, which had perfected the craft of distraction through a parade of 
spectacular visual effects drawn from French and American antecedents, this popular theater was 
seen as a descendant of the circus, with clownish slapstick, stock characters plucked from 
working-class Argentina, and the occasional vulgar joke. Guibourg, writing for Crítica on a Ratti 
premiere, draws this very parallel, describing the comic effects as “una traslación directa de 
antiguos efectos de picadero” (Rev. of El huesped). Though the importation of entertainment 
effects into downtown theaters was, from the perspective of many critics, a general problem, at 
least the revue could be more easily dismissed as something separate: as theatrical entertainment 
that did not actually claim to be theater. Indeed, by framing revues as craft rather than art, critics 
stressed this division, protecting a realm of supposedly more authentic theater in the process. 
Popular theater, however, contaminated art with popular tradition without distance or filtration 
(as the cultural nationalists did when recuperating the gauchesca and other rural traditions), not 
even the prestige of New York or Paris. For theater historian Mariano Bosch, this was not true 
theater, but rather a mere reproduction of the bumbling idiocy one came across in one’s own 
neighborhood—even in one’s own house.122 Where, according to Guibourg, “no hay índice más 
exacto del nivel cultural de un país que las diversas reacciones del público en los espectáculos 
teatrales” (Rev. of El huesped), the state of Argentine culture would have seemed dire. 
                                                
122 “…si llegara a darse cuenta de que le están tratando de ingenuo y de tonto, y en vez de una comedia le 
están haciendo ver las ridiculeces más o menos estúpidas de un tipo, un ebrio . . . , tal como se le podría 
ver en una calle, en un almacén, en un club, en la casa de uno mismo . . . tal vez llegara a protestar” (283). 
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At stake was not only the definition of art, but also the formation of Argentine audiences. 
While theater reforms of the 1910s and 1920s, as we have seen, sought to impose standards of 
comportment upon Argentine spectators, extirpating from them the inappropriate outbursts and 
epidemic swagger associated with moreirismo, popular productions like the Ratti brothers’ 
offered audiences the opportunity to give free reign to their emotions, to act as children. For 
Guibourg, the public of the Sarmiento was 
un público pueril por definición. Quiere reirse y distraerse con cualquier pavada. Se da 
por muy contento cuando los hermanos Ratti le brindan un par de machiettas. Es de la 
misma índole del que iba a ver a Parravicini y se reía a mandíbula batiente con sólo verle 
aparecer en escena la carcajada cuando Vittone anunciaba entre bastidores con un 
carraspeo. La calidad de las obras no le preocupa. Ni se detiene a fijarse en la 
originalidad. César y Pepe Ratti tienen la suerte de haber despertado amplia simpatía. El 
público confía en ellos y ellos se esfuerzan por satisfacerlo. No les falta gracia. (Rev. of 
El huesped) 
The Ratti brothers do what they do well, but with the effect of encouraging their audiences to act 
as children—to forget the real world. While childlike distraction was acceptable within the 
playful crowds of the amusement park, which made many claims to entertainment but few to 
aesthetic value, at the theater it represented the opposite of the elevating intellectual experience 
art was meant to be.123 For Bosch, the result of the reliance upon comic effects was that the 
public “ríe como un tonto, como un niño . . .  No puede pensar, y ese es el desideratum” (283). It 
was distraction in its negative form: thought impeded by entertainment. That the popular 
                                                
123 This contrast may be partly attributable to the different circumstances of publication about the two 
phenemena: while the Caras y Caretas reports on the Parque Japonés are anonymous and thus in line with 
the philosophy of the magazine, Guibourg is writing in Crítica with a byline, and therefore representing 
his opinion as an intellectual. 
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audiences of the Sarmiento were regularly convinced, sheep-like, to thoughtlessly follow their 
favorite actors through even the most inane performances suggested to reviewers that, as Crítica 
put it, “El encanto de la imbecilidad— Retrogradar tiene a veces sus encantos” (Rev. of El 
huesped).124 Rather than educate and elevate, popular theater degenerated. If this behavior was 
extrapolated into the public sphere, as it reportedly had with Moreira, it could be dangerous. 
Despite these criticisms, the Ratti company made the Sarmiento one of the capital’s most 
popular theaters during the 1925 season. At the Sarmiento, “no se engaña a nadie. Aquí no se le 
obliga al público a elevarse a determinado nivel de pensamiento, ni a poner en juego aptitudes 
contemplativas. Aquí se hace descender el nivel de la producción a la altura corriente del 
público. No puede creerse que todas estas ‘boberías’ las hagan por propia inspiración: la oferta 
corresponde a la demanda” (Guibourg, Rev. of De mal en peor). If this process, as Guibourg 
bitingly noted, was industrial, obeying a law of supply and demand, it rested upon an 
understanding of audience desires: they simply wanted to laugh. As Última Hora put it, there 
was “nada tan fácil como divertir a quien paga para hacerlo, que ya está divertido de antemano” 
(A. L. P.). By supplying productions that met audience expectations, the Ratti brothers achieved 
the ultimate aim in entertainment: by consistently offering a recognizable type of comic theater, 
they successfully managed to create a public of brand loyalists who would return to their 
productions time and again. 
* * * 
In taking up the mantle of culture as entertainment, popular theater had threatened the entire 
theater world with transformation into yet another consumer good, subsumed into the market. 
                                                
124 The ovine reference comes from Última Hora, which wrote that “el público, esa fiera temida y 
legendaria se transformaba al pasar el umbral del Sarmiento en una ovejilla mansa y cariñosa” (A. L. P.). 
Two months earlier they described the Rattis’ audiences as showing “una mezcla sugerente de ingenuidad 
y aniñamiento. De todo y de cada cosa se ríe. La chuscada que en otro teatro y dicho por otro actor 
provocaría hasta desmayos desata allí carcajadas heméricas” (Rev. of ¡Quién fuera millonario!). 
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And in essence, that was the outcome; it was only that over the course of the decade, theatrical 
entertainment became less able to compete against film, which fulfilled the parameters of culture 
as entertainment and consumer good even better than popular theater had. As Roberto Arlt would 
put it in 1936, in an article for El Mundo: “El cine ha suplantado al teatro en su función de 
Escuela Práctica de Vida” (“Roberto Arlt escribe” 20). According to Arlt, this was not only 
because the cinema had reached the far reaches of the country, transforming Argentine 
psychology and ways of life, but also because, with offers such as three hour-long movies for 
twenty cents, it supplied distraction like no other entertainment: “¿En qué punto del Universo 
puede comprar a precio más barato el olvido?” (“El cine y los cesantes,” 92). For the 
unemployed protagonist of his crónica, ashamed about having to admit to another day of 
unfruitful work-seeking to his wife, the inexpensive melodrama, thrills, and exoticism provided 
by an afternoon at the movies provide at least a temporary escape from his woes. As attendance 
figures show, millions of Argentines likely agreed with his assessment. 
 Nevertheless, it was the gradual displacement of popular theater for film, largely 
imported, that may have made room for renovation in the theater world. Toward the end of the 
decade, reformist and avant-garde projects, usually associated with leftist politics and social 
movements, would attempt to create an new sort of theater with criteria of legitimation other than 
those of the market. They would soon find, however, that without larger modernizations in 






                                                
125 On this topic, see Pellettieri, ed. 521-31. 
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As we saw at the beginning of this dissertation, modern advertising practices were introduced to 
Argentina in the first half of the twentieth century, including, significantly, the use of brands to 
create a new relationship, built on trust, between producers and consumers (Rocchi, Chimneys 
79-80). Branding was adopted not just within the market of run-of-the-mill consumer goods, but 
rather throughout the realm of cultural production: where so many similar products were 
available, brand names helped consumers choose which to put their money behind. We have seen 
how a general-interest magazine like Caras y Caretas fashioned itself into a recognizable brand 
from which Argentine readers could expect a consistent variety of entertainment, information, 
and news, and how a theater company like that of the Ratti brothers relied on its lead actors’ 
recognizability and hammy comedy to assemble regular publics. Just as the magazine used its 
name and logo to promote itself and other entertainments, theater companies emblazoned 
broadsides with the names and faces of their stars, the visual representation of their brand. 
When it came to writing, the use of an author’s name as product guarantee was not 
original to this period, but it took on new meanings within the mass cultural dynamic. We have 
seen how authors like Darío and Payró, around the turn of the century, protested against the 
standard of anonymity in periodicals and writing for hire, which, they said, prevented authors 
from reaping monetary and cultural capital from their work. Though anonymous reporting 
continued, the period also saw a proliferation of bylines, as well as that most personal use of the 
name: the signature. While the byline clearly proclaimed the piece’s author upfront, the signature 
transformed that author into a unique individual, theoretically unreproducible. In fact, where 
signatures had historically been used in legal transactions as a guarantee of the signee’s identity, 
they visually represented the author’s legal claim to his work—and the capital it generated. 
Signatures themselves, furthermore, had gained their own currency by this period: as a 
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collectible or souvenir that stood for a celebrity. By using this auric symbol of celebrity in 
articles by certain regular contributors, periodicals signaled the noteworthiness of these writers, 
suggesting that their personality could not be entirely absorbed by mass production. Indeed, 
some journalists of the period—perhaps most notably, frequent celebrity interviewer Juan José 
de Soiza Reilly—made use of the signature and stylistic mechanisms within their pieces to 
portray themselves as authorial celebrities who could command the same interest as the subjects 
about whom they wrote. 
The idea of the author as celebrity reveals the extent to which publicity and branding 
mechanisms exhibited continuity across mass cultural media of the period. The other visual 
representation of the author that gained currency in these decades was, of course, his or her 
likeness. Fiction and theater magazines that published a single work at a time, like La Novela 
Semanal and Bambalinas, often privileged the figure of the author with photographic cover 
portraits that were basically indistiguishable from actors’ head shots. But because such 
photographs were massively reproducible, a printed or, better, handwritten signature could give 
them at least the illusion of uniqueness, and the reader or recipient the feeling of personal 
connection with the celebrity in question. With authors, who typically went unseen behind their 
words, portraits on novela semanal covers and interview photographs provided them public 
visibility, though almost never on the same scale as actors or other performers. Nevertheless, 
when these authors attended events covered by the periodical, readers could pick them out in 
photographs, a sort of minor celebrity-spotting. A journalist like Soiza Reilly became 
recognizable through his signature mustache and round sunglasses, as much a part of his brand as 
his widespread use of ellipses and chatty prose. 
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The conception of the author as the creator of a recognizable product permeated mass 
culture, even within criticism. “El anuncio del estreno de un trabajo nuevo del doctor Belisario 
Roldán, llenó la espaciosa sala,” wrote La Razón in 1916. “El conocido orador, poeta y 
dramaturgo, tiene cartel, y el público confiaba que el autor de ‘La viuda influyente’ y ‘La niña a 
la moda’ hubiera sorprendido agudamente un aspecto de la vida social metropolitana y lo hubiese 
trasladado, con habilidad, a la escena” (Rev. of La jugadora). Where Roldán’s reputation for 
works based upon present-day social realities preceded him, the play in question was 
disconcerting, the newspaper suggested, precisely because it did not meet these expectations—to 
put it in anachronistic terms, it did not fit his authorial brand. Thus, when authors did create 
consistently quality works, it was worthy of praise: Armando Discépolo and Rafael de Rosa, 
according to La Nación, “han dado con una fórmula escénica ligera, medida y agradable” (Rev. 
of Conservatorio). For the editors of La Escena, this formula was based upon not “el patrón 
uniforme y cansador de los que se forjan para sí un molde y vuelcan en el continuamente la 
misma figura central y los mismos tipos secundarios,” but rather a practice of methodical 
observation and writing from reality (De Rosa and Discépolo). Other authors, of course, would 
be accused of the opposite, of shamelessly transforming themselves into authorial brands known 
for embracing the terms of market legitimation and its advertising strategies. 
This, in fact, was the case with one of Argentina’s literary bestsellers of the period: the 
conservative Catholic novelist Gustavo Martínez Zuviría, perhaps the first Argentine writer to 
methodically unify his work under the auspices of his name as brand, the pseudonym Hugo 
Wast. Though Wast has been largely ignored by the field of literary criticism (for reasons I will 
discuss), he was a highly visible figure within his own era: not only was he known, by his given 
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name, as a bureaucrat, journalist, and politician,126 but between 1905 and 1945, he 
pseudonymously published approximately a book a year, in addition to writing for Catholic 
publications and novela semanal magazines and founding his own such publication, La Novela 
del Día. In 1924, he was co-awarded the third-place Premio Nacional de Literatura in 1924, and 
the first prize in 1925 for Desierto de piedra. By 1963, Flor de durazno, his most successful 
novel, had 34 editions and a total print run of 204,000; in the 1950s, over a million copies of his 
books were reportedly in print (Gramuglio 465). 
Wast’s commercial success was the fruit of the myriad promotional strategies he used to 
market his books and authorial persona, what Gramuglio describes as “verdaderas lecciones de 
‘arte industrial’ ” (468). Some of these involved on-the-ground work to try to get his foot in the 
door of literary circuits. In his memoir, Martínez Zuviría recounts sending copies of his books to 
writers, critics, and booksellers he respected, all personally dedicated, in the hope that they might 
read, review, and hand-sell his books. Within this context, even a scathing review could provide 
a welcome publicity boost (Confidencias 221-24). Nor did he shy away from using 
uncoventional tactics to create (what we would now call) buzz around his books: as a still-
unknown author trying to get his career off the ground, he bought two copies of Flor de durazno 
from a well-known bookstore to create the impression that it was in high demand (Gramuglio 
468). Martínez Zuviría, indeed, seemed to understand that word of mouth and bookstore 
                                                
126 Martínez Zuviría, who received his law degree from the Facultad de Derecho in Santa Fe in 1907, 
worked as a librarian, university professor, newspaper director, and congressman. In 1931, he was 
appointed director of the National Library by the first military dictatorship, a post he held until being fired 
by Perón in 1954. While at the helm of the National Library, he held a number of other government 
appointments, such as president of the Comisión Nacional de Cultura and minister of Justicia e 
Instrucción Pública. In the latter role, he decreed religious education obligatory in public schools. He 
resigned in 1944, in disagreement with the government breaking off relations with the Axis. See 
Gramuglio 463-64. 
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discovery were key means of connecting readers with books—conventions that remain true in 
publishing today. 
His pseudonym formed part of this publicity effort. Though Crítica would mockingly 
attribute Martínez Zuviría’s use of a pseudonym to a concern that people in his provincial town 
would disdain him for writing (“El papel,” pt. 2), in his own account, it was a business decision. 
In a 1921 interview with Juan José de Soiza Reilly, published in Caras y Caretas, Martínez 
Zuviría explains: 
Mis libros anteriores . . . llevaban mi nombre y apellido. — Pero la crítica no los tomaba 
en consideración. No se vendían . . . Resolví adoptar un nombre extranjero: Hugo Wast. 
Imitando a Stechetti, hice aparecer a ‘Flor de Durazno’, como obra póstuma de un hijo de 
ingleses, solitario y triste, muriéndose de tisis en un pueblito serrano de Córdoba . . . El 
nombre de Hugo Wast atrajo la curiosidad: el prestigio falso de un nombre extranjero 
valía más que toda mi obra paciente y metódica hecha bajo mi firma. (“Un gran 
novelista” 59) 
Faced with the low sales of his first few books, Martínez Zuviría recognizes the need to make a 
change, and that doing so is a performance. With the invention of a new English name, he 
transforms the writer into a novelistic hero of the sort of tragic tale that readers gobble up. He 
gambled well: the prestige of the English-sounding surname and the thrill of his imagined tragic 
past were just the medicine needed to generate interest in his new book. In a word (to again 
borrow from the present), he re-branded himself. 
  This interview, like other promotional materials about the novelist, stresses continuity 
between the author and the man. Soiza Reilly refers to his subject primarily by his given name, 
slipping into the pseudonym to orient the reader at the beginning and end of the text, and indeed 
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notes that they are nearly anagrams. The article paints Martínez Zuviría as a family man who, 
“rodeado de su prole encantadora, habla de sus libros como si hablara de sus hijos. Con su 
esposa gentilísima vive una armoniosa novela de amor. La característica más simpática de este 
novelista es la compenetración sutil de su vida en sus obras” (59). The reader is granted a 
glimpse of this novelistic life through photographic portraits of the author and his children, all 
immaculately attired: the picture of English style. Indeed, according to the journalist, the poetry 
of Wast’s novels may be attributed not to “las palabras sonoras” or “las situaciones románticas,” 
but rather through the transparency and realism of his writing, the same way in which “el 
encanto de sus novelas es un reflejo de la poesía de su hogar” (59). Soiza Reilly, providing a 
brief biography, portrays the author as a “modern Catholic,” a “man of morality,” successful in 
his studies and political career (59). Together, such details created an image of the author 
continuous with the values and accessible style of his books. Indeed, according to La Razón, “su 
personalidad da a sus escritos una característica especial que atrae en forma irresistible” (Rev. of 
El vengador). 
  The mass press and advertising were central in disseminating this image. Martínez 
Zuviría granted republication rights to newspapers like La Nación, to print his novels in 
serialized format (Fuente sellada appeared in January 1918), subsequently doing the same in his 
own La Novela del Día in the early 1920s.127 Caras y Caretas printed a full-page, full-color 
caricature of him in 1917, with the accompanying ditty “Alguien méritos negó / a este escritor de 
valía; / Pero Latorre, auguró / que Martínez Zuviría, / y es claro, el hombre zubió” (Alonso). 
Though his books were occasionally reviewed by papers such as La Nación, La Razón, and 
                                                
127 Among the Hugo Wast novels and stories to be published by La Novela del Día were Bombarda, Valle 
negro, Salomé (“uno de los mejores episodios” of his novel Ciudad turbulenta, ciudad alegre), Ciudad 
turbulenta, ciudad alegre, Flor de durazno, Fuente sellada (coinciding with the premiere of the play 
version of Flor de durazno, advertised on the cover and in a full-page ad near the back), El amor vencido, 
and Novia de vacaciones (extra issue). 
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Crítica, coverage was disproportionate with consumption: Soiza Reilly claimed that when critics 
did not pan his books, they largely ignored them (“Un gran novelista” 59). This was only a 
partial truth. 
  Still, to boost visibility Martínez Zuviría invested in publicity in a variety of media and 
formats: ads in newspapers and his own La Novela del Día, sandwichboard ads, and flyers that 
described his novels in encomiastic language, announced forthcoming novels as well as stage 
and film adaptations of his work, suggested the high demand for his work (with print numbers to 
prove it), and quoted European writers praising his work—“Entusiasmo despertado en Europa 
por una novela argentina,” proclaimed one 1922 ad for La corbata celeste. In one 1921 ad, 
Martínez Zuviría announced the appearance of a new edition of his first bestseller, Flor de 
durazno, portraying this “drama de las almas humildes” as an essential work of Argentine 
literature whose canonicity was confirmed by the 83,000 copies sold, its translation into several 
languages, and its film and theater adaptations. Lest the reader think that he can let this new 
edition pass unnoticed, the ad notes that the text has been significantly revised and updated, such 
that “puede considerarse una versión nueva y depurada de la admirable novela.” 
  Martínez Zuviría further unified his work through the content and material characteristics 
of the books themselves. He told stories infused with Catholic values, written in straightforward, 
visual language that the average reader could follow; one of his preferred plots was that of the 
young woman of modest means seduced by a wealthy man. Under the auspices of his Editorial 
Bayardo, which shared offices with La Novela del Día,128 and then the unambiguously named 
Editores de Hugo Wast, Martínez Zuviría published his books in consistent, easily recognizable 
                                                
128 Both were first located on Cangallo 666, per an ad for Ciudad turbulenta, ciudad alegre in La Novela 
del Día. That issue, predictably, published the first installment of the Wast novel Valle negro (11 Aug. 
1919). Also sharing the offices was Bayardo Film, a distribution company. By 1921 they had moved to 
Sarmiento 865. 
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packaging: paperbacks with vibrantly illustrated covers, hardcovers with canvas covers and his 
embossed signature, novelas semanales with his photograph on the cover. All conspired such 
that, as Crítica noted in a critical review of La corbata celeste in 1921, “ese gran público tiene la 
seguridad, al leer una nueva novela de Hugo Wast, de que no ha de salir defraudado en sus 
expectativas. Todo se une para hacer llevadera la lectura” (L. G.). He had created a brand-name 
product, and for better or worse, delivered it to readers time and again. 
  Perhaps the most consistent advertisement for a Hugo Wast novel was . . . another Hugo 
Wast novel. Martínez Zuviría had used this technique in La Novela del Día, which published 
advertisements for his books as well as stage and film adaptations of them. In his books, he 
included paratextual elements that added to the sense of his success. Their preliminary pages list 
his works and their published translations: in his 1931 memoir Confidencias de un novelista, 
these included German, French, Dutch, English, Italian, Polish, Portuguese, Russian, Czech, and 
even an edition “con vocabulario y notas en inglés, para el estudio del castellano en 
universidades y colegios norte americanos.” As in his other advertisements, these preliminary 
pages suggested that the success of a work was quantifiable, visible through a principle of 
accumulation and dissemination: they reported that between 8,000 and 133,000 copies of each 
book listed were in circulation. A pamphlet, “Noticias de la obra de Hugo Wast,” was appended 
to the end of the volume: it contains blurbs of his books to guide readers in their next selection, 
depending on their taste. The pamplet opens with a declaraction about the author’s success: 
El éxito inmenso y duradero de Hugo Wast se explica por el interés fascinador de sus 
novelas y porque no ha escrito nunca una página que pueda avergonzarlo delante de sus 
hijos. 
Quien lee uno de sus libros quiere después leerlos todos. 
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Es un verdadero embajador intelectual de su patria en otras naciones. Sus novelas, 
traducidas a muchos idiomas, han llevado un reflejo argentino a todos los países del 
mundo. 
La Real Academia Española, la más alta autoridad literaria en castellano, ha otorgado 
Medalla de oro a su novela “Valle Negro” y lo ha nombrado académico correspondiente. 
As in his newspaper ads, this pamphlet describes his success, thanks to the combination of 
entertainment and morality, not only in Argentina but also abroad, as proven by the endorsement 
of the Spanish-speaking world’s foremost literary authority. Of course, the book descriptions 
have company: the price of the paperback and hardcover editions. 
  Martínez Zuviría was lambasted within the mass press precisely for this quantification of 
literature. In the 1921 article “Se trafica con la literatura,” in the newspaper’s La glosa del día 
section, frequent Wast opponent Crítica reports on the contents of a contract between the author 
and a publisher: the latter will pay him three pesos per printed line. Comparing the document to 
the absurd contract of an opera tenor, the newspaper writes: “El señor Zuviría detentador del 
record en el gran tiraje—siempre se ha vendido más lo malo—quiere detentar ahora el record de 
lo que va a ser pagado a novelista alguno en nuestra tierra. Estos tres pesos por línea impresa, 
van a darlo la gloria definitiva para quienes creen en el contrato.” The document makes literary 
production into a business deal, and writing into an appraisable product—as the newspaper 
would suggest on another occasion, subject to the laws of supply and demand. The result is that 
“la medida de su talento [of money-making authors] decrecerá en la proporción en que se 
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agiganten las ganancias y la popularidad” (“Talento, popularidad y dinero”).129 In short, the 
incorporation of literature into the market leads to a decrease in quality. 
  To Crítica, Martínez Zuviría existed “fuera de la literatura” (“El papel,” pt. 1). Indeed, he 
hardly merited the title “writer;” rather, he could better be described as a “hacedor” or 
“novelador,” a “seudoliterario” producer: in short, as “un admirable y avispado hombre de 
negocios ‘literarios’.”130 In “Aplebeyando las letras,” the newspaper censured the writer for a 
new advertisement in which he announced a contest where readers could receive a cash prize for 
answering questions about the protagonist of one of his novels. “Hugo Wast, el fecundo hacedor 
de las obras que más conmueven a las cocineras de América,” the newspaper commented, “ha 
determinado anunciar su mercancía con esa seductora desfachatez con que se suelen anunciar los 
objetos de goma, las píldoras de serrallo o los laxantes vegetales.” On another occasion, the 
newspaper would continue this thought, comparing his promotion to that of cigarette companies, 
who also advertised widely and used contests to encourage further consumption (“El papel,” pt. 
1).131 By appropriating the advertising strategies used by sellers of vulgar consumer goods, the 
newspaper suggested, Martínez Zuviría had shamelessly blurred the distinction between 
literature and market with the sole goal of profit. This violated artistic integrity: 
En el arte, lo primero que hay que exigir es la intención artística y no el deseo de ganar 
plebeyando las letras con una fecundida de animal inferior. Hacer una novelita detestable 
                                                
129 “Una tirada de cinco mil ejemplares de ‘La vie littéraire’ [by Anatole France] pueden satisfacer más 
ampliamente la demanda que provoca, que una de cien mil de ‘La corbata celeste’. La consecuencia 
inmediata, en cuanto a rendimientos económicos se refiere, puede apreciarse sin grandes esfuerzos. Cien 
mil ejemplares de ‘La corbata celeste’, a dos pesos y medio cada uno, representan doscientos cincuenta 
mil pesos. Cinco mil de la obra de France, al mismo precio de dos pesos y medio, representan apenas dos 
mil quinietos pesos.” 
 
130 Quotes from “Aplebeyando;” “Los discípulos de Hugo Wast;” “El papel,” pt. 2; “El papel,” pt.1. 
 
131 On this topic, see chapter three. 
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y salir anunciándola con la desaprensión con que se anuncian los específicos, es una cosa 
muy fea, que, desde ya, denunciamos a los que se preocupan por el porvenir de la 
literatura argentina. . . . En el campo del arte hay que hacer arte y nada más que arte, sin 
pensar en el provecho, que siempre se da por añadidura a los que jamás pensaron en él. 
Hacer lo que ha hecho de nuevo el señor Hugo Wast es incurrir en una fea actitud de la 
que no es posible sacar más que unos centavos. (“Aplebeyando”) 
Martínez Zuviría’s ugly commercialism made a mockery of art, debasing literature through 
excessive production and pursuit of lucre. “El señor Zuviría,” the newspaper succinctly put it 
later that year, “es lo antípoda del artista puro” (“El papel,” pt. 1). 
  In a five-part series in August and September of that year entitled “El papel vale más - 
‘Hors de la literature’ - El caso Martínez Zuviría,” Crítica framed “Zuvirismo” (which earlier 
that month they had referred to as “hugowastisimo”) as a threat to both Argentine literature and 
Argentine readers. To begin with, his novels were bad. According to the newspaper, his “cultura 
rudimentaria” and “ignorancia enciclopédica y de las pasiones y las cosas del mundo y del alma 
de los seres” (pt. 1) translated into recycled plots, slow pacing, flat characters, generic scenery, 
and awkward writing—“un estilo pedestre en que el mal gusto realiza su apoteosis” (pt. 5). Flor 
de durazno, his first bestseller, was described as “trescientas páginas de blandicie cursi y 
sentimental” (pt. 2). Though he was the “padre y maestro mágico” of the novela semanal, he 
lacked the talent of conciseness, and though he seemed inspired by the feuilleton, he “carece de 
ese arte sutil de intrigar” (pt. 2, 3). Not only were his novels formally substandard, they were 
also moralistic, “apestando a moral estrecha de sacristia, apestando a confesonario y a sotana 
raída de fraile sebáceo y glotón,” revealing “la estrechez de su espíritu, roído de prejuicios 
sociales y religiosos” (pt. 5, pt. 1). His seduction plots were characterized by melodrama’s 
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manichean vision of rich and poor, what Crítica described as a “fobia del rico” that “en sus 
páginas increpa y grita en un cómico y teatral acento bíblico,” even though the author himself 
was wealthy (pt. 5). “Para el señor Martínez es pecado todo, menos escribir mal.” 
  The lowbrow style and moralistic plot of a Hugo Wast novel were designed, according to 
the newspaper, to appeal to broad publics (“el gran público”) of tasteless readers of both the 
working and middle classes. “No van a ser los ricos quienes lean al señor Martínez. Los ricos 
que aman el leer, son más o menos refinados,” the journalist argued. Hugo Wast readers were, on 
the contrary, not only the “cocineras” and “fregatrices” of the city (as Crítica frequently 
claimed), but both “el pueblo y sobre todo esa estúpida clase media, mojigata, ignorante, 
rutinaria y sin altibajos mentales, sin mentalidad.” Because of this audience’s acritical attitude 
toward what they read it was a “fácil y lucrativo oficio el de halagar a esas gentes” (pt. 5). In 
contrast with the journalist’s complimentary portrayal of “refined” wealthy readers, these 
working and middle class readers were represented as sanctimonious, ignorant, unimaginative, 
and lacking in emotional complexity; they were easily pandered to. Indeed, these audiences 
shared, in Crítica’s portrait, certain characteristics with the popular audiences theater critics had 
so derided: they lacked education and gentility, had easily satisfied lowbrow tastes, and were 
susceptible to being negatively influenced by the culture they consumed. While a theater 
company like that of the Ratti brothers had this effect on working-class audiences, here the 
problem extended to the middle classes. 
  Denouncing this threat to audience taste, in fact, was the newpaper’s primary aim for the 
series. As its author wrote in the first installment, his goal was to “detener esa alarmante 
corriente de mala literatura que amenaza corromper el gusto de incautos e ignaros lectores” (pt. 
1). This problem was the most dire, the newspaper suggested, when it came to the young female 
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readers who made up the bulk of Wast’s readership. In the final installment of the series, the 
journalist directly addressed this supposedly impressionable reader, perplexed at her attachment 
to his books and fearing for their effect on her: “tiemblo por tu gusto. Estás en la edad en que se 
puede hacer de ti una mujer encantadora, con un libro o con una palabra o con un beso.” 
Nevertheless, “estos libros, llenos de una estúpida limitación, anémicos y como nacidos de una 
oscura incapacidad genésica muy católica, te enseñaron el horror del hombre.” As a result, he 
imagines, she will end up “solterona, irritable, histérica, amarillenta, magra y hablando en cursi a 
las visitas.” Though written from the point of view of Catholic morality, Hugo Wast novels not 
only bred young women to be out of sync with “nuestra ‘alegre y turbulenta’ ciudad,” but 
actually impeded the heterosexual marriages they purportedly defended. He urges this reader to 
“empieza por tener vergüenza de leer esas cosas tan idiotas, tan frías y mezquinas, de tan 
deplorable gusto que llenan los libros del señor Martínez y acabarás por no leerlo. Y deja que lo 
lean los horteros, los vigilantes, los guardas de tranvía y los mozos de café. La vida no tiene nada 
que ver con los libros del señor Martínez. Créemelo” (pt. 5). Only through the “profilaxis 
literaria” (pt. 2) that the newspaper called for could the future of Argentine literature and readers 
be protected. 
* * * 
Literary criticism and historiography have left the work of Martínez Zuviría largely untouched, 
their silence echoing that of the press of his own era. And certainly, from a political perspective, 
Martínez Zuviría was not an admirable figure: a Catholic nationalist, he supported the military 
governments of the 1930s and 1940s and was a vocal bigot, publishing a trilogy of antisemitic 
novels in the 1930s. Indeed, in 2010 the National Library renamed its periodical library, which 
had honored the novelist for his work as director between 1931 and 1954, to distance itself from 
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his political views (Verbitzky). For Gramuglio, however, the exclusion of Wast from the canon 
has not been a matter of ideology, but of aesthetics: “el caso de Hugo Wast sería una prueba más 
de que los criterios de inclusión y exclusión con que se edifican los cánones literarios no siempre 
obedecen a operaciones de dominio cultural orientadas hacia el control social. También pueden 
deberse a un saludable control de calidad” (466). While this may be true, his absence in literary 
criticism is also likely due to the field’s objection to his industrialism: Wast’s use of branding, 
with emphasis on numbers and money, suggested that cultural production was, as Quiroga had 
speculated, easily quantifiable, a mere consumer good. 
In this sense, the “Wast Case”—to borrow Crítica’s phrasing—is emblematic of the 
resistence to the incorporation of culture to the market in this period. While Martínez Zuviría 
indisputably showed that it was possible for an author to not only make a living, but even a 
fortune with his pen, the trade-off, according to critics writing in the mass press, was not worth 
it. By “producing” novels for mass audiences, Martínez Zuviría was, according to these writers, 
pandering to vulgar public tastes: for melodrama, sentimentalism, cliche, and general cursilería. 
In doing so, he, like the theater companies and playwrights censured for their commercialism, 
endangered both the sanctity of art and the culture of Argentine audiences. Neither offense, as 
literary historiography shows, was easily forgivable. 
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CHAPTER 3. Cultured Consumers and Entertainment’s Home (Away from Home) 
 
“Hoy la felicidad se compra con dinero, como cualquier otra mercadería.”  
—Enrique Méndez Calzada, “El crimen del profesor Ribero” (Y volvió Jesús a Buenos 
Aires 167) 
 
The magazine Plus Ultra first appeared in May 1916, with the name and galleon-bearing 
emblem of an expanding empire. Illustrated monthly supplement to the popular weekly Caras y 
Caretas, the magazine introduced itself to readers in its first issue as a “verdadera prolongación, 
eco agrandado de tu revista amiga,” whose appearance represented the expansive progress of that 
project. The note, offered up in an ultra-modern art-nouveau typeface by a slender, elegantly clad 
lady (drawn by Caras y Caretas art director Julio Málaga Grenet), called for readers to peruse its 
pages, discuss it, and arrive at a verdict, determining whether the publication would continue or 
other projects might take its place. 
The cover image, an oil painting by Manuel Mayol Rubio (co-founder of Caras y Caretas 
and of this supplement) titled “El jurado estudiando el fallo,” depicted this process. The scene 
was a bourgeois interior that might be confused with those depicted in the full-color Thompson 
furniture advertisements frequently seen on the back cover of El Hogar: a gently wallpapered 
sitting room furnished with butter-colored sofa, chintz curtains and pillow, a Persian rug, and a 
few tasteful decorations—a mirror, a pair of small framed pictures, and a showcase blue-and-
white-ware vase. Three children, flush with health and good fortune (most tellingly, perhaps, are 
their snow-white socks), are gathered around an ottoman, gazing curiously upon a magazine 
cover—the very one on which they are depicted. The comedy of this (literally, though not 
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theoretically) petite bourgeoisie playing jury to the supplement on trial reveals a greater truth: 
the magazine’s self-presentation as one of the accessories of the modern bourgeois home, and the 
induction of even the youngest members of the family into its worldview. The image affirms 
both a standard of style and comfort exemplified in the bourgeois home and family, to which 
porteños should aspire, and the privileged position of the magazine as means toward that goal: 
purchasing and reading the magazine will help them achieve that status. 
This message was not unique to Plus Ultra, but rather was a common claim among mass-
circulation periodicals in early twentieth-century Argentina: even as these publications 
multiplied, in earnest, during the first two decades of that century, and assembled their own 
readerships, they together participated in this articulation and endorsement of the dream of what 
I have called “cultured consumption,” in which the relationship between public and private life 
would be transformed. While previous chapters have explored the contours of public 
entertainment within this new cultural dynamic, this chapter focuses on the entrance of 
consumption and public entertainment into the home and private life. In other words, not only 
were Argentines to publicly participate in a variety of social activities that took advantage of the 
city’s growing transportation infrastructure and entertainment circuits, but they were to adhere to 
certain behaviors in their homes that marked their mastery of bourgeois values and savoir-faire. 
Cultured consumption, as we have seen, refers to a series of interrelated consumption 
practices in early twentieth-century Argentina that affirmed the consumer’s adherence to and 
endorsement of a hegemonic but heterogeneous set of desires and values, from upward mobility 
and refinement to comfort, financial security, and family unity. It was, thus, marked by tension 
between two models of social aspiration: one based on the performance of gentility and 
refinement; the other promoting comfortable domesticity and family-centered values. Through 
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consumption, Argentines could show their taste, status, and argentineidad—qualities that were, 
in turn, projected onto consumer goods, entertainments, and leisure practices themselves. In the 
introduction and previous chapters, we explored some of the ways in which cultured 
consumption appeared in the way cultural products and entertainments were marketed and 
advertised, as well as instances in which entertainments were seen as anything but cultured. 
Here, we explore another place in which cultured consumption would become highly visible: 
consumption practices related to the home. 
Even as home life was meant to offer Argentines privacy, comfort, and security, such 
privileges, it was understood, could be gained through an education in domesticity, economy, 
appropriate spending, family relationships, and use of entertainment and modern technologies 
informally taught by staged and publicized performances in mass cultural media: features, 
photographs, and advertisements in mass-circulation periodicals, including the ever-more-
popular genre of the celebrity interview, and narratives in written, sung, theatrical, and cinematic 
formats. Repeated and continually rearticulated in these cultural ventures, the performance of 
proper and improper domesticity was subsumed into the entertainment industry and consumer 
culture even as culture reasserted its custodianship over society and morality. 
Despite the measurable democratization of home ownership during the period, however, 
the ideal of happy domesticity and economic security this dream promised would remain out of 
reach for most Argentines. Yet once again, mass entertainment around the city stepped in—so 
suggested the advertisements and mass-circulation periodicals that are the subject of this 
chapter—to realize the dreams of Argentines: they promised that entertainment beyond the home 
could furnish Argentines with an experience of private comfort and security associated with the 
home, even when these were in short supply in their own living spaces. Thus, entertainment set 
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itself up as a self-fulfilling prophecy: it was to satisfy the very desires that it had fomented in the 
population even as the satisfaction of basic needs was sometimes left by the wayside. With their 
key role in this process, mass-circulation periodicals helped to articulate the relationship between 
public and private life in the era of mass culture. 
 
 
A Connected Refuge: The Argentine Home, 1880-1930 
 
 
The turn of the twentieth century, a period of intense change for Argentina and the city of 
Buenos Aires, was also a transformative time for Argentine homes. While immigrants and the 
working classes crowded into conventillos downtown, the elite were moving out of the city 
center, definitively establishing the prestige of northern neighborhoods like present-day Recoleta 
and Barrio Norte. Between 1880 and 1920, the elite built new mansions, or grands hôtels 
particuliers, in Recoleta inspired by eighteenth-century French palaces.132 The merely wealthy 
followed suit, constructing petits-hôtels, in previously outlying northern and western areas, that 
embraced many of the organizational and stylistic principles enshrined in the mansions of the 
ultra-wealthy (Bellucci and Pontoriero 75-76). 
 These homes made the claim, then novel in Argentina, that a home should be a refuge 
from the outside world even as it should be connected to the city beyond. Indeed, despite their 
French stylings, these homes responded to a fundamentally Victorian understanding that a 
family’s assertion of privacy was the counterpart to the greater publicity of modern city life.133 
Encouraged by English ideals about the healthfulness of suburban life, wealthy families built 
                                                
132 “Todos trataron de llevarse de vuelta algo de París en sus baúles y reproducir la ‘Ciudad Luz” en casa” 
(Calcagno et al. 59). 
 
133 Karen Chase and Michael Levenson argue that the rise of the mass press in the early Victorian era 
brought about a valorization of privacy, as “the apparatus of publicity [that began with the Times] 
appeared as a surging outer world that threatened the peace of home” (7). 
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homes in previously outlying northern and western areas of the newly expanded capital, where 
they might enjoy the space, fresh air, and sanitary conditions considered essential to healthy 
modern life.134 Even as ornate exteriors proclaimed the wealth of the families residing within, an 
armor of gates, garden walls, and columns both protected their privacy and confirmed their right 
to privacy itself.135 Inside, hallways and an extensive system of pipes (for messages, plumbing, 
trash, ashes, air, electricity) separated parents from children, men from women, upstairs from 
downstairs, public rooms from private (Liernur 101). These mansions, however, did not only 
transform privacy into a valued commodity; they also, crucially, offered easy access to bustling 
entertainment and shopping districts by carriage or streetcar.136 
 This vindication of both privacy and connectivity would become crucial for the middle-
class home as well: it was to be the center of a family-centered morality that stood in contrast to 
fast-paced city life, even as it ideally housed comfort-oriented novelties and served as a space in 
which the novelties of the outside world might be assimilated. Richard Sennett has written about 
how, in Victorian England, bourgeois family life became conceived as an “idealized refuge, a 
world all its own, with a higher moral value than the public realm,” as well as “a moral yardstick 
with which to measure the public realm of the capital city” (20). The Argentine bourgeois home, 
indeed, was to house middle-class families who, with their ordered codes of behavior, served as a 
                                                
134 On the influence of the English model, see, for example, Gorelik 155-56. In 1887, the capital of 
Buenos Aires expanded drastically when it was granted permission to annex lands previously held by the 
province. This annexation, which included areas such as Flores and Belgrano, expanded the capital by 
over four times. See Gorelik 13-14. 
 
135 “Son mansiones para admirar desde lejos,” writes Blas Matamoro. “Apenas el espectador se acerca a 
ellas, la espesura férrea de la reja italiana o Luis XV, la tapia estriada o la balaustrada de gruesas pilastras 
le impiden la visión. La casa puede ser vista de cerca solo por quien tiene acceso a ella, pero ni siquiera 
los proveedores la conocen, ya que no pasan del corredor de servicio” (48). 
 
136 The wealthy Barrio Norte was among the first neighborhoods to be connected to the city center by 
streetcar in the early 1870s (Matamoro 32). 
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“polo de resistencia frente a cambios de moral y de conducta destinados a socavar sus cimientos 
y, con ellos, los de la sociedad toda” (Míguez 22; see also Sennett 179-80). Surrounded by a city 
that was chaotic, fast-changing, and overwhelming, Jorge Liernur writes, “la casa burguesa se 
constituía con más fuerza como el lugar de reparo. La casa funcionaba allí como un ancla, 
resistiendo el cambio continuo de la formación metropolitana, y proporcionando una 
concentración de confort y seguridad que el espacio público no confería” (Liernur and Silvestri 
212).137 In this way, the Argentine bourgeois home as imagined in this period was both 
progressive and compensatory, modern and conservative. By the 1930s, the publication of 
private life through mass cultural media such as periodicals, film, theater, and the radio had 
brought about the homogenization of the dominant image of the ideal family (Míguez 42), where 
the values associated with the middle-class home and family would be conceived as guarantors 
of social order and stability. 
For most of this period, it was the single-family home in the barrios (neighborhoods) that 
legal reforms, municipal projects, and mass culture portrayed as best providing this connected 
refuge,138 and indeed, “the journey from a downtown conventillo to a single-family, owner-
occupied home in the barrios,” Matthew Karush affirms, “is something of an Argentine cliché, 
symbolizing the social mobility that characterized the period” (27). In line with this “Argentine 
Dream,” neighborhoods beyond the city center accomodated the bulk of the capital’s population 
growth between around 1910 and the mid-1930s.139 By the 1920s, these new neighborhoods 
offered the best of both worlds: with population densities far lower than those of the city center, 
                                                
137 His description recalls Katherine Grier’s remark that “ ‘Home’ as a specific physical place implied 
ownership, possession, and permanence [in nineteenth-century America]” (5).  
 
138 On legal and municipal reforms, see Karush 30-31 and Liernur 127-31. 
 
139 For data on this expansion, see Scobie, Walter, Gorelik. 
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they offered a quieter, more suburban lifestyle than the capital’s older neighborhoods; but they 
also boasted easy access to downtown via public transit as well as social and cultural 
organizations of their own such as theaters, cinemas, cafes, libraries, and neighborhood 
development associations. Local elites not only represented barrio life as embodying the sort of 
conciliatory social reformism characteristic of periodicals like Caras y Caretas as well as of 
Radicalism and mainstream Argentine Socialism of the period,140 but as being able to do so by 
being what the city was not: 
Local newspapers defined the barrio in opposition to the city center: whereas life 
downtown was dominated by money and selfish individualism, healthy family life and 
communal cooperation in the barrios eliminated, in the words of one community 
newspaper, “hateful social differences.” In this discourse, as Luciano de Privitellio has 
pointed out, the barrios were both modern and capable of ameliorating the worst 
consequences of modernization. In the barrios, progress was open to anyone who was 
willing to embrace the values of hard work, morality, and culture. (Karush 31) 
Neighborhood life, in a sense, represented the ideal form of modern community living: a 
heterogeneous assemblage of individuals bound by shared values and their commitment to living 
harmoniously and improving their lives together; it was a refuge from the vulgarity, temptation, 
greed, and overstimulation of the big, bad city.141 Yet, ironically, it was its proximity to the city 
center, thought to engender those vices, that was one of the barrio’s greatest selling points. 
                                                
140 For more on this topic and how neighborhood organizations contributed to it, see Gutiérrez and 
Romero. During the interwar period, they argue, a new working-class identity emerged in the barrios, 
whose main characteristics were that it was “popular, conformista y reformista” (42). 
 
141 See, for example, Roberto Cayol’s 1920 play Las luces del centro, where one young woman has been 
lured by the deceptive “city lights” to her downfall. 
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Sales or auctions of parcels of land in outlying areas of the city, organized by enterprising 
private companies, were announced in periodicals, in full-page or full-spread advertisements that 
claimed them to be unmissable opportunities both for potential homeowners and for curious 
porteños seeking a Sunday excursion.142 In Caras y Caretas, such ads appeared as early as 
December 1899, when Risso, Patrón y Cía announced a “colosal remate de 300 terrenos en 
Flores” to be held one Sunday hence at 2 p.m. Those interested could obtain a ticket at the 
company offices for a free streetcar ride to the auction, and while there, enjoy a diverting 
afternoon of beer and sandwiches in the shade of a tent erected for the occasion. Thus, the sale 
became a festive activity that anyone—anyone who had the time to stop by the office for a free 
streetcar ticket, that is—could attend and enjoy. At other auctions in the subsequent decades, 
“proyecciones luminosas y cinematográficas” of the property were used to attract potential 
buyers unable to check it out in person (Hurlingham, Barrio Vila). Not only would such 
photographic or film spectacles have created the illusion that attendees were seeing the land first-
hand, thereby gaining empirical proof of the quality of the purchase, but they also assimilated the 
purchase into the fantasy world associated with cinema. In this way, property ownership was 
incorporated into the realm of entertainment, which in turn was used to convince people that they 
were informed, responsible consumers. 
These ads help make visible and disseminate the values defining the new consumer 
society and the middle-income family in Argentina, where, due to a forty-percent increase in per 
capita incomes between 1875 and 1913, middle-income earners constituted around 39 percent of 
                                                
142 It seems likely that these events were advertised through other means such as broadsides and flyers, but 
I have not yet tracked down these materials. 
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the population and earned 42 percent of the income by 1914 (Rocchi, Chimneys 51, 62).143 The 
ads imagine their target audience to make enough money to save, but not so much that economy 
is not a top priority; to be upwardly mobile, both in terms of economic and social status; to value 
morality, public order, and education: in short, to share values both progress-oriented and 
conservative. Installment plans encouraged potential buyers to see the purchase as manageable, 
easily incorporable into even working-class budgets. The Canel Agency, selling lots and 
farmland in the Pampean town of Graneros, proclaimed that “hasta los más pobres puedan 
participar” in what amounted to a sure economic opportunity, a sale that put “al alcance de todos 
los bolsillos una extensión de tierra que se valorizará, á pasos de gigante” (Graneros). 
Owning a private, modern home was, however, still a pipe dream for many Argentines 
when these advertisements were in print. For working-class families, especially, it would have 
been exceedingly difficult to afford a land and house: Monthly lot payments ran between four 
and 74 pesos, and between 60 and 70 pesos for a basic casa chorizo.144 Even the relatively 
inexpensive two to three-bedroom houses built by the organization El Hogar Obrero between 
1905 and 1907 cost five or seven thousand pesos—this meant 30 to 40 peso monthly installments 
over the course of fifteen years (Korn 175). The most a working family with two children and a 
hundred-peso monthly income could hope to put away per month, barring illness or accidents, 
was 17.25 pesos a month (Korn 176-78). Saving up to buy a home would have been a near 
                                                
143 Susana Torrado provides these alternative figures: The middle classes expanded from 10% of the 
working population in 1869 to 25% in 1895, 30% in 1914, and 40% in 1947, while the urban middle 
classes expanded from 5% of the working population in 1869 to 15% in 1895, 22% in 1914 and 31% in 
1947 (50). 
 
144 The the traditional Argentine home, often called a “casa chorizo” after its oblong rectangular shape, 
was a modest one-story structure adapted from Andalusian and Arabic models (González Podestá 124-
25), with directly connecting rooms and side patios with exterior doors to each room. This layout made it 
particularly practicable for Argentines of modest means, as they could live in one room and work in or let 
out others, each having its own entrance. 
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impossibility that only the most well-off working-class families, usually with multiple income 
earners, could achieve. Even if a family did manage to buy a house, further obstacles existed: 
some bought lots from spectators, only to find that they were unlivable; others suffered the 
effects of poor construction (Karush 27-28). As Gorelik shows, the price of building a home 
meant that many families who had bought land only managed to erect simple casas chorizo or 
even shacks on their lots (242-49). Those who had not been able to afford even the expense of 
land may have remained in rented apartments or, even, single conventillo rooms. 
Furthermore, ads conveniently ignored the realities of a suburban space still in the early 
stages of transforming from countryside to barrio: In 1904 less than 4 percent of the city’s 
residents had electricity in their homes (Liernur and Silvestri 69), and still in 1912 only half of 
the city was lit (22.5 percent of that by electricty, 48.3 percent by gas, and the rest by other 
sources) (36). Though the city’s first public water services were introduced in 1871 (Matamoro 
32), only about 42 and fifty percent of homes had sewer services and running water, respectively, 
in 1910 (Walter 9). Without such basic services, even those who managed to acquire a home 
would have found it far from the ideal disseminated by advertisers. It would not be until the 
municipal reorganization under the Radical government that localities would be able to 
successfully advocate for the improvement of their public services (Gorelik 319-21).  
Rather than acknowledge these shortcomings, land auction advertisements boasted of the 
key “elementos de progreso que son una garantía segura de la vida próspera de un pueblo” (“Los 
pueblos que progresan”), whether they existed or, more likely, were projected to some day exist. 
These characteristics were connectivity, including proximity to existing or planned rail and 
streetcar lines linking the area to commercial centers and other cities as well as connection to 
telegraph and telephone networks; the existence of local institutions, especially those 
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contributing to the education, moral character, and economic development of the area (schools, 
churches, factories, a police force, a post office, a city hall); a local infrastructure that improved 
the appearance, orderliness, transit, and use of public space, including paved streets, broad 
avenues and boulevards, plazas, evenly divided blocks, and lighting; and the presence of 
progress-minded administrators and neighbors. One town that fit the bill, Florencio Varela, in 
Buenos Aires province, was thus claimed to be “el pueblo adonde deben dirigir sus miradas los 
que buscan una ubicación de progreso inmediato en que invertir ventajosamente sus ahorros” 
(“Los pueblos que progresan”). In other words, buying into such a town was necessarily a sound 
investment, for the promised increase in value was already underway and purchase would 
generate immediate returns. 
Other ads, however, discursively transformed consumption from a present-oriented to a 
future-oriented act. “Comprar hoy terrenos baratos es obra de previsión…!” according to an ad 
for plots in Rosario (Barrio Vila). Purchase of land was, through this lens, a means toward 
economic betterment while still being relatively conservative. As one ad put it, “cuanto más 
conservador usted sea, cuanto más apego le tenga usted á sus pesos, más ha de interesarle el gran 
remate que efectuamos” (Hurlingham 35). Several ads even presented saving for a home as part 
of more responsible spending practices. “Si usted hace un cálculo de las pequeñas sumas que 
usted invierte cada día en gastos completamente superfluos” and use that money to buy land, 
wrote one ad, “será con toda seguridad la base de su dicha futura” (Hurlingham 35). Indeed, 
potential buyers were assured that homeownership not only guaranteed future returns and 
economic security, but happiness and domestic unity as well. “Todo este porvenir risueño y lleno 
de esperanzas para su felicidad y la de su familia, lo consigue con un pequeño sacrificio de cinco 
pesos al mes (17 centavos diarios), los cuales con seguridad representan una mínima parte de lo 
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que gasta usted en gastos superfluos” (Colonia San Rafael). Economy and saving, epitomized in 
the foresight of financial planning and the achievement of homeownership, thus entered 
consumption practices and images of the ideal family. 
Yet securing the happy stability of a home of one’s own was not, in these ads, only a 
result of careful planning; it was also a matter of luck. This claim was epitomized in the raffle, an 
increasingly common sales strategy during the period. Numerous ads featured raffles through 
which purchasers of a plot of land would have the opportunity to win additional, or larger 
parcels. A raffle for additional lots and farms among buyers of land in Colonia San Rafael 
featured “50 PREMIOS VALIOSOS QUE HARÁN 50 HOGARES FELICES.” The ad 
continued: “CALCULE USTED cuál será su suerte si llega á ser uno de los cincuenta 
afortunados que se encontrarán de un día al otro propietario de una granja-modelo completa, con 
todo lo necesario para vivir y prosperar.” The raffle promised, in short, that consumption was a 
means toward generating further prosperity. In this way, raffles not only incentivized 
consumption, but they also portrayed economic opportunity as partly a matter of chance—a topic 
that will be explored in the context of stardom in the next chapter.145 
Manufacturers and vendors of ordinary consumer goods, most often cigarettes, jumped 
on the land bandwagon, offering up parcels of land as raffle prizes or in exchange for a certain 
number of proofs of purchase of their product.146 As Rocchi observes, such strategies encouraged 
                                                
145 Other similar sales strategies offered incentives for purchase. For example, anyone who attended the 
auction for land in Villa Sobral, beyond Quilmes, and used the paddle-shaped ad from Caras y Caretas to 
place their offer in the auction, could receive a voucher that would give them the final ten months of their 
payments off. Of course, they had to get that far first, and they had to actually use the ad to make their 
offer—a hoop that functioned as yet another advertisement for the magazine itself. Similarly, Bacigaluppi 
& Rúa, responsible for the Rosario and Hurlingham ads, offered a free photo album of views of Rosario 
to Caras y Caretas readers who request one, mentioning this advertisement (Barrio Vila). 
 
146 Cigarette companies, Rocchi shows, were advertising pioneers in Argentina: “los fabricantes 
comenzaron a realizar ‘campañas de reclame’ para incentivar a sus potenciales clientes a efectuar 
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consumers to see themselves as participants in a collective game where a “relationship of mutual 
understanding and sympathy between the world of production and that of consumers” fomented 
further brand loyalty (“Inventando” 311). One 1927 cigarette ad in El Hogar announced one 
such promotion: savings bonds hidden in cigarette packs. The ad, which featured an illustration 
of a well-dressed, happy nuclear family doing their finances, identified saving as the condition of 
a happy home and purchase of their brand as a shortcut toward achieving this goal. Another, 
appearing in PBT in 1910, depicted members of a family reading the paper, doing embroidery, 
and playing with their dogs inside a giant four-leaf clover, visualizing the luck that could come 
to consumers who transformed their fifty cigarette boxes into a lot in Villa Posse (Cigarillos). 
These advertisements not only 
incorporate the home into the realm of 
consumption, but they present buying a 
home as the utmost consumer achievement. 
According to advertisers, then, not only did 
the home serve as the counterbalance to 
unstable urban life, but it accomplished this 
by linking the family and privacy with 
consumption. As Katherine Grier has 
written of nineteenth-century America, “ 
‘Home’ as a specific physical place implied 
                                                
mayores compras colocando números o letras en cada paquete, que se convertían en figuritas para formar 
una frase —como “Los cigarillos París son los mejores”— o una serie que iba del 1 al 100. A cambio de 
la colección completa, la empresa les daba dinero en efectivo o algún regalo. En entusiasmo por estas 
prácticas fue tal, que un público mayormente adulto entró en un intercambio permanente de cupones (con 
la misma fruición que los niños de hoy) y hasta se generó un mercado negro que vendía aquellos cuya 
aparición era más rara” (“Inventando” 310). 
Figure 2: “No hay hogares más felices que aquellos que no 
tienen que pagar alquileres” (Cigarrillos). Biblioteca Nacional 
Mariano Moreno. 
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ownership, possession, and permanence” (5): it was through purchase of a home and, as we will 
see, other material possessions, that family stability could be secured. In land ads, 
homeownership is offered up both as goal and a means toward a goal, as a desire and a way to 
fulfill other desires: the financial security and status associated with the bourgeoisie, marital bliss 
and familial unity, and that most illusive of desires—happiness. The desire-fulfilling power of 
the home in advertising discourse would increasingly mean that any consumer decision made in 
or about the home would be represented not only as particularly personal, but as having the 
capacity to guarantee that individual’s happiness. 
Already by the 1910s, the symbolic power of the home was strong. For the middle-class 
protagonist of G. Martínez Sierra’s unpublished play La hora del diablo, which appears 
excerpted in Caras y Caretas in 1913, her schoolfriend’s beautiful home is an “oasis” where “no 
hay apuros,” an escape from her own penny-pinching middle-class existence. “¿Te acuerdas en 
el colegio, cuando no nos gustaba leer novelas más que de gente rica y aristocrática que lo 
pasaba bien?” she asks her wealthy friend. “Pues, estar en tu casa me hace el mismo efecto: una 
novela de gente bien acomodada, que no quisiera una que se acabase nunca. Aquí me pasaría la 
vida.” Even though the protagonist recognizes her friend’s home as an escapist fantasy, she 
would rather live there than in reality. 
 
 
Home Exhibitions: An Education in Taste 
 
 
“To see the ‘public opinion of privacy as only an invasion,” Karen Chase and Michael Levenson 
write of the Victorian era, “is to miss one of the leading features of the age: the extent to which 
domestic life itself was impelled toward acts of exposure and display” (7). The subject of the 
publication of private life was not only the behavior of individuals and families, but also, 
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increasingly, the homes themselves, and the things that filled them, which came to signify the 
status, gentility, and values of their residents. Indeed, the Anglosaxon bourgeois worldview 
proposed that one of the ways through which private life could serve as a “redemptive” 
counterbalance to the busy outside world was through the purchase of commodities thought to 
improve the culture and refinement of individuals (Ponce de Leon 39). “The Victorians invented 
the idea of a ‘standard of living,’ ” Thomas Richards argues, “and by it they meant that life could 
be measured by counting the number of goods and articles that people consumed” (119). 
 If until the late-nineteenth century, Argentine homes, even those of the elite, put little 
stake in the accumulation and display of material possessions, by the end of the century the tide 
had shifted. The guests granted entrée to the oft-magnificent homes of the wealthy were greeted 
by their public rooms, conceived as a theater in which the economic capital of the family was 
displayed to a select circle of peers in the form of luxury goods and rare collectibles. As Grier 
writes, of the gala parlors of American cosmopolites, “material possessions not only were props 
for the social life of gentility but became outward expressions of inner gentility” (104). Thus, the 
great halls of the grands-hôtels were, according to Blas Matamoro, performances in which a 
family “demostrará haber aprendido o no la ciencia del savoir faire” (74), and they did so not 
only through their impeccable manners and distinguished education, but also through the 
exhibition of luxurious belongings: ornate furnishings, often imported at great cost; walls and 
ceilings ornamented with frescos, luxe fabrics, and priceless tapestries; displays of antiquities 
that, in one case, was even imagined as a future museum.147 Through this exhibition of luxury, 
the porteño elite attempted to distance themselves from mercantile family histories and craft 
                                                
147 This was the Palacio Errazuriz-Alvear, today the Museum of Decorative Arts (Calcagno et al. 69). 
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themselves aristocratic pasts that were, in most cases, illusory148—especially when their 
houseguests were illustrious foreign visitors whose possible notions of South American 
barbarism they sought to banish (Calcagno et al. 61). Similarly, the centerpiece of the petit-hôtel 
was a two-story hall and staircase, the “corazón ceremonial de la casa” around which public 
rooms were organized, a layout that permitted the family to display its best face to visitors 
(Bellucci and Pontoriero 75). This hall and the public rooms would house the family’s most 
impressive possessions, and would be, insofar as possible, be furnished according to the French 
style, understood to be the pinnacle of gentility (76). 
 Such performances required the invited guests, their audience, to possess a shared 
vocabulary and education in taste through which they could recognize and confirm the value of 
these objects. For wealthy Argentines, travel to Europe likely played a significant role in this 
education: there, they might not only visit homes, expositions, and stores, but also stay in first-
class hotels, steamships, and trains, whose interiors modeled class and refinement. Many families 
even gathered blueprints, materials, and homewares on trips to Europe destined for the new 
mansions they would have built (by laborers of European origin) upon their return (Matamoro 
26-27). At home, they might encounter ideal home interiors when visiting the homes of their 
peers or socializing in exclusive clubs like the Jockey Club. 
For the majority of Argentines who did not count themselves among the wealthy, there 
were few opportunities to set foot in the most exclusive of the city’s homes; even seeing beyond 
their garden walls even in high gloss remained highly uncommon through the turn of the century, 
                                                
148 Matamoro describes it as “la invención de un pasado inexistente, traducida en la construcción de 
castillos anacrónicos, que reproducen el estilo y la planta de mansiones de otros siglos. . . . [L]a vacuna 
burguesía porteña, carente de ejecutorias de nobleza, originaria de oscuros oficios manuales de los que 
ahora hace asco, actúa como si la antigüedad ficticia de sus casas tuviera la cierta antigüedad de sus 
apellidos” (46-47). Indeed, even the layout of the neighborhood reinforced this distancing of the families 
from their origins in trade, as there were few commercial establishments in them (Calcagno et al. 65). 
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subject to the munificence of elite homeowners. Such was the underlying message of a 1899 
Caras y Caretas article, one of the few at the turn of the century that featured photographs of the 
interior of a grand hôtel. The article was about a dance held in the Tornquist family mansion in 
Belgrano, a monumental, castle-like home that, but for the palm trees out front, would not look 
out of place in a Regency-set miniseries. The dance’s appeal to the reader of the magazine 
resided, it wrote in a piece featured on the magazine’s interior cover, precisely in its intimate 
nature: “fué una reunión íntima, y, por lo tanto, llena de animación é interés.” Yet it was only 
“gracias á la amabilidad de los dueños de casa” that they were able to include a photograph of 
one of the home’s luxuriously appointed terraces in their article. The achievement was cutting 
edge, they suggested, not only because of the novelty of nighttime photography, but also because 
it required the public to “sacrificar, en aras del progreso, sus sentimientos refractarios á las 
‘indiscreciones’ nunca inconvenientes de la fotografía, aplicada, como en este caso, á la 
reproducción de cuadros íntimos” (“El baile”). Judging by the paucity of such glimpses into elite 
homes in magazines of the period, such reservations about violating the privacy of wealthy 
homeowners would continue in force well into the new century. 
Argentines beyond the wealthiest social echeleons would, however, begin to have access 
to images of well-appointed home or home-like interiors through other means. These included 
visiting commercial parlors, dance halls, reading rooms, and game rooms in hotels and clubs,149 
sipping a café con leche in one of the capital’s new cafes, wandering through local expositions or 
department store displays of furniture, or seeing photographs and reading descriptions of any of 
the above in periodicals. Illustrated mass-circulation magazines, indeed, played a central role in 
the publication of private life in this period: in them, recipes, how-to guides for handicrafts, and 
                                                
149 Grier argues that visiting commercial parlors in fine hotels, steamboats, trains, the largest photography 
studios, and clubs was one of the primary ways the American middle class became exposed to ideal home 
interiors: see 30-63. 
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clothing jostled up against advertisements for furniture, hardware, and land in and beyond 
Buenos Aires; interviews with celebrities (understood to be public figures in a way the pseudo-
aristocracy was not expected to be) in the intimacy of their homes made company with photo 
essays on lavish modern interiors in the center sections of magazines like El Hogar and Plus 
Ultra; opinion pieces celebrated or lamented the characteristics of contemporary domestic life; 
film reviews commented on the homes of their protagonists. Together, these elements showed 
middle and even working-class Argentines what ideal home interiors looked like, and offered 
tips on how they could make their own home more like the commercial and private parlors they 
saw in the city and in mass culture.  
One type of ideal home-like interior followed the aristocratic, eighteenth-century-inspired 
style that had found form in grands and petits hôtels. Readers of Caras y Caretas were able to 
see what such an interior might look like in the magazine’s coverage of the inauguration of the 
new Círculo Italiano headquarters in 1901. This full-page article not only featured four interior 
photographs of the club’s new digs, but also the magazine’s laudatory judgment on them. 
According to the magazine, the rooms had been “decorados teniendo en cuenta la armonía del 
conjunto y evitando los detalles que pudieran perjudiciarle,” and those responsible for the 
redecoration clearly had an “espíritu de buen gusto y conocedor de las exigencias del confort 
moderno.” In this case, as the photographs indicated, good taste implied a Louis XVI sense of 
proportion, neoclassical accents, and modern technology: gilded mirrors and heavy curtains met 
with electric light fixtures and ceiling fans. The ballroom was laid out in grand proportions under  
an ornate plasterwork ceiling; a monumental neoclassical doorway, hung with a theater-like 
curtain, opened the space to adjoining rooms. The other pictured rooms were clearly designed to 
conform with ideals of masculine and feminine furnishings: while the reading room and billiards 
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room were furnished in dark woodwork and button-tufted seats, the conversation room was 
papered and upholstered in lighter shades echoed harmoniously between furniture and walls. 
They were rooms, in other words, that promoted a division of gendered comportment, according 
the rules of etiquette, and they did through a combination of aristocratic style and technological 
comfort. 
Tasteful interiors, however, did not necessarily translate into good taste. The illustration 
“La vida cursi,” published in Caras y Caretas in 1915, depicted a musical soirée held in a large 
Figure 3: The Círculo Italiano. Biblioteca Nacional de España 
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salon designed after the eighteenth-century French style (Sirio). The focal point of the full-color 
illustration is a plump singer, mouth full-open and nostrils exposed in what looks more like a 
scream than a song. A circle of audience members ring the room, attired in a wide assortment of 
outfits, from matronly to risqué, gowns to pencil skirts, tailcoats to slouchy suits. Though some 
of them face the singer, most chat with or watch each other rather than the performance. The 
sub-caption of the image is “Las martes de las de Barranco,” likely a reference to Gregorio de 
Laferrère’s oft-reprised 1908 play, Las de Barranco, whose title had become an idiom referring 
to social simulation. Here, it is clear that despite the grand setting, the occupants of the space are 
anything but; indeed, their hodgepodge, even tacky attire is echoed in the run-of-the-mill wood-
frame chairs a number of them sit in. If “décor did not simply express character but helped to 
create it” (Grier 8), here the ordinary chairs both revealed their occupants’ commonness and 
suggested that their character was unlikely to improve. The disconnect between furnishings and 
setting, and between room and occupants, draws attention to the failure of its upwardly aspiring 
subjects to attain the refinement they are trying to affect by emulating the wealthy, a failure that 
results in cursilería. Amidst this problem of taste, a new set of educational tools would step in to  
suggest a different model of home furnishing that promised greater transparency between the self 
and the image presented to others. 
 
 
The Charming Bourgeois Home 
 
 
In one of his Buenos Aires etchings, published in the morning paper El Mundo, Roberto Arlt 
describes the middle class, in his typical tongue-in-cheek tone, as “la de los empleados que 
ganan sueldos crecidos y la de toda la familia que empieza por tratar de ponerse en condiciones 
de cumplir con los deberes sociales adquiriendo un juego de sala” (“¿Me caso con una niña bien 
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o con una proletaria?” in Aguafuertes 103). In other words, for Arlt, the middle class is 
identifiable not only by their (disposable) income, but also by their use of it, dictated by 
convention: purchase of the accessories of a good bourgeois home. If furnishing a home was at 
first a practice associated mainly with the wealthy, by the 1910s it was becoming more possible 
for middle-class families to do so, and to show off the results to their peers. “For ordinary 
consumers,” Grier writes, of the American context, “the problem lay in . . . how to create a 
‘comfortable theater’ for middle-class self-presentation” (3). By “put[ting] on more or less 
permanent miniature exhibitions” with their own possessions (Richards 91), middle-class 
families could affirm their social status and taste.150 
 This dream required new promotional mechanisms to educate Argentines on how to 
properly furnish their homes. One sales strategy that proved especially successful in this 
education in taste was for furniture stores to set up displays of ideal rooms with their product. 
The six-floor Buenos Aires store of London-based Maple & Co included not only “a general 
display of fine furniture,” but also “on each floor . . . several rooms, as of a home, completely 
fitted with appropriate furniture to present to the trade a concrete example of good interior 
decoration and suitable furnishings” (Everley 27). Visiting the showrooms, according to Harold 
Everley, in a 1919 report for the US Department of Commerce, Furniture Markets of Argentina, 
Uruguay, Paraguay and Brazil, was an informal course in taste to local manufacturers and shop-
owners, who could then further preach its tenets in their own shops and wares. Such displays also 
offered lay consumers an immersive experience that allowed them to imagine themselves 
residents of the model rooms, and making such rooms a reality in their homes. For such 
                                                
150 In this way, too, bourgeois family life was shaped by the economic logic of capitalist exchange. This is 
suggested in Sennett’s language when he writes that “the bourgeois family was idealized as life wherein 
order and authority were unchallenged, security of material existence could be a concomitant of real 
marital love, and the transactions between members of the family would brook no outside scrutiny” (20). 
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consumers, these visits constituted not only a necessary education in good taste, but also an 
opportunity to learn how to translate the model rooms into purchases that fit their own needs, 
thanks to the store’s expert and trustworthy staff (“Para la familia,” 3 July 1909).151 In this way, 
the store encouraged consumers to see them as having their best interests in mind. 
These displays of furniture became common practice among many large dealers during 
the period, understood to be a key means of attracting clients primed to understand shopping 
within the logic of educational spectatorship that had been pioneered by nineteenth-century 
expositions. Another English-owned firm, Thompson Muebles, was headquartered in a massive 
store on Florida Street next to Harrods (which had bought controlling interest in the company in 
1913) that boasted “excellent display facilities afforded by a plate-glass exhibit window 
extending 20 meters on either side of the main entrance” (Everley 27). As Everley noted, 
scouting out opportunities for American manufacturers in the Argentine market “the success of a 
venture will depend largely upon the quality of the furniture and the attractiveness of the display 
the manufacturers are able and willing to make” (52): “a first-class furniture story for Buenos 
Aires should be located in the center of the city where the greatest number of purchasers come to 
shop” (53). This advertising strategy was likely successful in fomenting consumption, as the 
federal government, after supporting a national furniture show in February 1918, helped establish 
a permanent furniture exhibition in a two-story space “on one of the best street corners of Buenos 
Aires” (51). Family strolls on weekends through central shopping districts thus became window-
shopping expeditions through which porteños could be (informally) schooled in how they should 
outfit their homes. The promise of consumption, in short, became a sort of entertainment. 
                                                
151 “Es indispensable contar con los consejos de algún maestro de arte decorativo.” “La casa Gath y 
Chaves en sus grandes instalaciones ofrece ocasión de poder apreciar el conjunto armónico del mobiliario 
completo y además cuenta con un persona al cual puede confiársele encargos de todo género en la 
seguridad de que sabrá interpretarlos fielmente.” 
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Another entertaining mechanism of taste education was cinema, which, as Graciela 
Montaldo has put it, “prácticamente sobreimprime ‘otra cultura’ al consolidar un nuevo modo de 
ver que formaliza algunos aspectos de la vida cotidiana” (28). Film, starting around the turn of 
the century, offered Argentines glimpses into homes primarily from France, first, and then 
increasingly, the United States,152 familiarizing them with new styles in home furnishings. The 
influence of Hollywood on Argentine taste was such, according to Everley, that by the end of the 
1910s it had come to affect consumer decisions about furnishing their homes: 
The cinematograph is serving as one of the most important—though subtle—influences 
in the lives of the Argentine people and without doubt it is doing more than any other one 
agent to bring that country some of the advanced ideas of other parts of the world. In 
more than 100 theaters throughout the Argentine Republic American pictures are being 
seen daily by thousands of people who now have an opportunity as never before to study 
the American people, their life, their customs, and their homes from the most luxuriant to 
the most humble. New impressions are being made which will be beneficial to both 
countries. Not only has the effect been educative, but it has been no less valuable as a 
trade promoter. Many purchasers of furniture have been unconsciously impressed by 
some new idea or convenience which has been seen in an American film. In fact, it has 
been said that a certain customer described to her furniture dealer a particular piece of 
furniture she had seen in a motion picture and asked him to secure one like it for her. 
(Everley 29) 
American films, for Everley, did not only help effect an education in taste and customs among 
their Argentine audiences, but in doing so, they served an inadvertent advertising function: they 
                                                
152 Reports Karush: “As early as 1916, the United States consul found American films on the program in 
almost every theater in Buenos Aires.” “By 1931, seven large North American companies directly 
distributed 62 percent of all films screened in Argentina” (73). 
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fomented the sale of American-style furniture and amenities. Magazines reinforced this process 
by printing screenshots of film scenes that sometimes included images of home interiors, which a 
hypothetical reader could take into a shop as an example of what style he or she had in mind. 
Advertisments in periodicals for furniture and other articles for the home brought this 
imaginative work and window-shopping entertainment into the home itself. One of the industry’s 
most notable advertisers was the aforementioned Thompson Muebles, a furniture importer and 
manufacturer founded by Henry C. Thompson in Buenos Aires in 1889, which Caras y Caretas 
credited with the popularization of English-style furniture in Buenos Aires (“Progreso de la 
industria mueblera”). Thompson ads appear frequently in Caras y Caretas and El Hogar 
throughout the 1910s, and show the triumph of branding in the Argentina consumer market—as 
we have seen, the key to creating a new relationship, built on trust, between producer and 
consumer (Rocchi, Chimneys 79-80). A typical Thompson ad features an illustration or a 
photograph of a furniture set or model room, in full color if on the back cover of the magazine, 
and some sort of advertising pitch. Perhaps most succinct was this 1914 one: “Calidad, Estilo y 
Precio” (6 May). How did the consumer know that this was the case? Why, because of the brand: 
as one 1911 ad put it, “Su nombre es su mejor garantía” (14 Jan. 1911). According to Caras y 
Caretas, the company’s development of brand trust and loyalty was a success. In 1912, the 
magazine included three sets of Thompson furniture as contest prizes, noting that mentioning the 
brand name guarantees interest in items at furniture auctions and new hotels. Indeed, the name 
has come to signify the qualities its advertisements promise: 
Desde hace muchos años, cuando se quiere ponderar la riqueza, el buen gusto ó la 
esmerada construcción de un mueble ó cuando se desea reunir en una sola frase toda 
nuestra admiración por el mueblaje de una casa, decimos: « los muebles son de 
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Thompson » y basta para que quienes nos escuchan comprendan que lo hemos dicho todo 
y que hemos querido significar gusto y calidad insuperables. 
. . . . El nombre Thompson ha pasado á ser entre nosotros un sinónimo de grandeza 
regia, de esplendidez, de buen gusto y de savoir faire en cuanto á muebles se refiere. 
(“Concurso 23”) 
The unstated promise, of course, is that in purchasing Thompson furniture, these qualities—
exquisite taste, quality, grandeur, and savoir faire—would pass to the consumer, and be legible 
to his or her peers. This was possible most of all in the parlor, “el teatro de la ceremonia 
mediante la cual, con selecciones y censuras, el mundo íntimo se manifiesta” (Liernur 116). 
 The company, in fact, assured readers that this audience of peers already existed. In one 
1912 ad, for example, a photo of the window-fronted showroom is framed by a steeply ascendant 
graph representing “the success of our business from 1889 to 1911” (whether it depicts sales or 
some other measurement of success is unclear) (10 Aug.). Thus, potential consumers are not 
merely encouraged to buy Thompson products; they are advised that they and their peers are 
already doing so. The hope of the advertiser is clear: if consumers can be made to believe that 
they and everyone they know is already buying Thompson furniture, then perhaps it will become 
a self-fulfilling prophecy. 
At stake was not only the display of good taste, but, equally importantly, the endorsement 
of a model of the family. The 1909 Thompson ad, “El casamiento de Carmen,” narrates Carmen 
Fernández’s preparations for her wedding with eligible bachelor Julio Cardossi and their happy 
wedding day. At a reception, the couple receive wedding presents from their family and friends, 
the most notable from the parents of the bride: “los padres de Carmen eran personas prácticas y 
sensatas, y querían que el futuro hogar de su hija fuese rodeado de mueblajes artísticos y de buen 
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gustó, que serían siempre una fuente de placer, tanto para ella como para su esposo, y como 
querían lo mejor que se pudiese conseguir, compraron los muebles en lo de Thompson.” In short, 
the tale suggests that Thompson furniture will contribute to the happiness of the couple and 
stability of their family. The text is nearly indistinguishable from any other one-page story 
published in the magazine, but for namedropping and shop information briefly stated at the end 
of the page. With this story, not only are advertising and entertainment undifferentiated, but they 
both promise that through a public act of consumption the private happiness of two individuals 
will be guaranteed. The church-set wedding is the necessary intermediary through which the 
advertiser portrays consumption as a practice that fits neatly within traditional family values. 
  These new mass cultural mechanisms for consumers’ education in cultured furniture 
consumption—furniture exhibitions, department stores, and mass-circulation periodicals—
helped shift Argentine taste in home furnishings in a new direction. “A un período caracterizado 
por la máxima oposición entre la superabundancia de la mansión burguesa y el despojamiento de 
la casa obrera,” Liernur writes, “siguió otro en el que todos los sectores sociales pasaron a tener 
como referente un nuevo imaginario doméstico común, no vinculado a estilos codificados o, en 
su replazo, a pautas ético-higiénicas de austeridad, sino a lo que podemos llamar la ‘gracia’, vale 
decir, un variable gusto medio construido por los medios masivos de comunicación (108). In 
other words, the period saw the emergence of a middlebrow taste based upon the idea of 
gracefulness or charm (gracia). 
Within the new model of cultured consumption, however, the most important factor 
determining the aesthetic success of a room was not expensive taste, but rather what advertisers 
referred to as artistic taste. According to English-owned department store Gath y Chaves:  
 
  172 
Amueblar una casa es difícil sino [sic] se conocen las reglas indispensables de la estética 
y gusto artístico. No consiste todo en comprar buenos muebles y caros, como muchos 
suponen; es necesario combinar con gusto artístico y convenientemente los detalles para 
que el conjunto resulte un decorado armonioso. Puede amueblarse una casa con muebles 
sencillos y sin embargo darle el «cachet» de elegancia y distinción tan apreciada. (“Para 
la familia,” 1 May 1909) 
In other words, artistic taste meant “poder hacer buenas combinaciones” to create a “conjunto 
armónico” (“Para la familia,” 3 July 1909). This assertion made furnishing a tasteful home more 
accessible for the middle classes, as a 1920 article in El Hogar pointed out: “No se trata del lujo, 
pues la verdadera elegancia saca partido de los medios más sencillos” (Leseur). Or, as the 
pseudonomynous writer Lady Daisy put it, simplicity was the “nota característica en la 
decoración y arreglo de la casa de nuestro tiempo”: “pocos muebles y muy sencillos, lo cual no 
obsta para que sean sólidos, cómodos y prácticos.”  
The rise of this paradigm of simple but charming interiors did not immediately or entirely 
displace other ideals of elegant furnishings. Thus, a furniture store like Thompson, in the first 
decade of the century, offered options not only in the English style it had helped popularize, but 
also a wide variety of other styles, including those that had predominated in aristocratic circles: 
from Louis XIV, XV, and XVI to Empire, Renaissance, Rococo, Sheraton, Chippendale, Art 
Nouveau, and North American ones (“Progreso de la industria mueblera”). That is, Thompson 
tried to accommodate for the heterogeneous lessons in taste Argentines were learning through 
their exposure to commercial parlors, photographs of home-like interiors, and furniture stores, 
offering varied options to consumers. 
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Nevertheless, by the end of the decade simpler styles were gaining prestige and definitive 
ground in the mid-range market. For Gath y Chaves, this constituted a veritable revolution in 
taste. In 1909, indeed, they announced that “el gusto artístico ha vencido lo que era considerado 
como indispensable”: Louis XV, Gothic, Byzantine, and Renaissance-style furniture (“Para la 
familia” 3 July 1909). For simplicity, they recommend English-style furniture, of the type 
pictured: a seven-piece bedroom set costing $750. This was not entry-level furniture: the 
cheapest bedroom set Thompson advertised that year was $275, but off-brand sets with a double 
bed, wardrobe, nighttable, and dressing table could be had for as low as $125.153 Thus, the target 
audience must be imagined to be middle-income earners who might be convinced that even 
shifting their tastes toward simpler furnishings they could give their homes an air of distinction. 
To afford these quality furnishings, they might even take out a loan for furniture ($200, $500, 
$1,000, or $5,000), as advertised in the 1910s by the Banco Proveedor. 
 Simple furniture was not only likely to be more affordable, but it could also be better 
accomodated in the more compact single-family homes and apartments greater numbers of 
middle-class porteños were, by the 1920s, choosing to live in to minimize housework and 
maximize access to work, entertainment, and shopping downtown.154 Though early apartments in 
Buenos Aires were casas chorizo stacked two or three atop each other, in the 1920s large 
landowners and construction companies began demolishing casas de patios and petit-hôtels to 
build new apartment buildings; the first apartment towers were built in that decade. Modern 
                                                
153 In 1919, a US Department of Commerce report stated that prices for bedroom sets ranged between 
$450 and $5,000, the latter for imported suites (Everley 33). 
 
154 After the era of the petit-hôtel, the compactness and easy maintenance of apartments began to appeal to 
middle-class porteños: “las ventajas de habitar una vivienda individual comenzaron a palidecer: el jardín 
y la vereda se convirtieron en factores de esclavitud para amas de casas atraídas por el cine y por salir a 
‘ver vidrieras’.” Their location also offered proximity to “grandes tiendas, comercio variado, 
esparcimiento, educación, teatros y, sobre todo, cine, gastronomía y vida urbana animada en aceras y 
plazas” (Borthagaray “Los departamentos” 138, 143). 
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apartment buildings, inhabited by middle and upper-middle class families, boasted features like 
accessible rents, elevators, central heating and water, and doormen. Units of all sorts existed, 
from whole-floor apartments to efficiency units or studios, with or without formal rooms and 
servants’ quarters. While some reproduced the same spatial conventions of mansions and petit-
hôtels, many others responded to a more modern valorization of compactness and fluidity (see 
Borthagaray, “Los departamentos”). Similarly, single-family homes after the Anglosaxon model 
were compact and fluid living spaces, usually of two stories (Liernur 102). Simple, 
multifunctional furniture, able to adapt to the needs of rooms that often had to fulfill several 
functions themselves (cooking and dining, cooking and cleaning, eating and relaxing, working 
and accomodating guests), was necessary in these new living spaces (see 105-7). 
 In this redefinition of taste, the concept of comfort emerged as an umbrella term to denote 
“elegancia, solidez y perfección” (Thompson, 2 Sept. 1911):155 the opposite of tackiness.  
Thompson contrasted the model of a “hogar bien puesto, confortable,” which “alienta el espíritu 
y estimula á la lucha,” with “una casa desmantelada, cursi,” which “en los días de prueba parece 
aumentar el frío, la soledad, la miseria” (Thompson, 9 Apr. 1910). Around the Centenary, this 
idea of comfort was advertised as the quality that best aligned with a healthy and happy domestic 
life. Illustrations of neatly turned-out families and couples were accompanied by slogans like 
“Nada que contribuya más eficazmente á la felicidad, que el Confort del hogar” (Thompson, 2 
Sept. 1911) and “Nada que contribuya más eficazmente á la felicidad conyugal que el confort del 
hogar” (Thompson, 3 Sept. 1910). Capable of encouraging a spirit of hard work and optimism, a 
visually pleasing and durable home interior was essential: “El confort,” Thompson proclaimed, 
“es una necesidad, no un lujo” (Thompson, 9 Apr. 1910). With this statement, the furniture 
                                                
155 A 1913 Gath y Chaves ad for their furniture department used almost exactly the same terms: “Confort - 
elegancia - solidez.” 
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manufacturer signaled a definitive shift away from an aristocratic model of ornate interiors to an 
ideal of comfortable, charming furnishings that could meet the needs of middle-class families. 
 
 
The Personality of Home Consumption: Celebrities and the Sovereign Consumer 
 
 
The promotional strategies we have discussed do not only reveal a shift in Argentine tastes in the 
period, but, even more importantly, suggest the emergence of a public that, increasingly, relied 
on periodicals, advertising, and entertainment to make consumer decisions. Advertisements, 
furthermore, testify to the emergence of what Rocchi refers to as the discourse of the “sovereign 
consumer”: the strategy through which vendors encourage consumers to conceive of their 
Figure 4: Thompson. Happy bourgeois furniture buyers (2 Sept. 
1911). Biblioteca Nacional de España 
Figure 5: Thompson. Furniture for a well-appointed, 
comfortable bedroom (9 Apr. 1910). Biblioteca Nacional 
de España 
 
  176 
purchasing decisions, made based upon advertising materials, as personal choices through which 
they can realize their heart’s desire. Purchasing decisions, thus, are invested with an intimacy 
that is seen to be the ultimate arbiter of consumer choice—an intimacy that extends to even the 
public spaces where such decisions are made, as shops, entertainment venues, and the street 
become the sites of personal fulfillment (“Inventando”). 
 Discussions of home interiors from this period, indeed, reveal how, over this period, 
furnishing one’s home went from being seen as a way to express character to being a way to 
express personality, according to which “the reigning model of self-development” was “self-
realization or personal ‘growth’,” a goal pursued, first and foremost, through decisions about 
how one spent one’s time and money when not at work (Ponce de Leon 38). Following Grier, we 
can see how Argentine representations of ideal furnishings began to “recast the earlier argument 
about comfort: that a parlor [or, the public rooms of the house] should reveal a family’s true 
character rather than its social facade” (216). This was, of course, the case in the most private 
room of the house: the bedroom, proposed to be a happy, homey, and higienic space where cozy 
beds and draperies and painted or papered walls reflected the personality of the inhabitant and 
mirrors drew a connection between the body and individuality. This logic, however, extended to 
other rooms in the house. For instance, the dining room, where the family gathered for nightly 
meals, was furnished with comfort and pleasantry in mind. Similarly, the living room, a hybrid 
public-private family gathering space that, by the 1920s, had replaced the parlor, incorporated 
comfortable seating like sofas and had fewer decorative objects on display, in what we, after 
Grier, might call a certain “relaxation in the traditional requirements for self-presentation in the 
parlor” (212).156 As she notes, the “charming” nature of living room furnishings reflected a 
                                                
156 See Liernur 114-25. See also Grier 119 on sofas. 
 
  177 
prized characteristic of modern personality (216). Here, finally, by furnishing and decorating 
their homes, Argentines were portrayed as sovereign consumers looking out for their best 
interests: the authentic expression of their personality. 
 A 1927 article in El Hogar, “La quinta que podía ser mía,” shows the extent to which this 
discourse about personality and the self-determining consumer had come to shape the image of 
the ideal home by the end of the following decade. This piece, perhaps a translation of a 
syndicated article, features photos and illustrations of two single-family “chalets” in suburban 
locales, and a description of the layout, style, furnishings, and social significance of these homes. 
It imagines the single-family home in the suburbs both as a refuge from public life and place 
where, with careful saving and planning, homeowners can realize their true personalities through 
cultured consumption: on the one hand, in the home they can, unlike in the public sphere, truly 
be and feel themselves; on the other, by outfitting their home according to rules of good taste, 
higiene, and comfort they can live the dream. The text opens and closes thusly: 
Se ha dicho repetidamente que la casa refleja el carácter de los que la habitan, y que 
como la casa sea, así son los que en ella viven. 
La casa es el lugar donde se reposa, donde se guardan los afectos más puros, donde 
gozamos de las verdaderas alegrías y mitigamos los dolores que lejos de ella adquirimos. 
Por eso, el deseo del hombre es poseer una casa, ser dueño de esas paredes que, al 
abandonarlas, parece que con ellas dejamos algo de nuestra alma, perdemos lo que ya no 
volveremos a recoger jamás. Y ese deseo se acrecienta si se trata de poseer una casa en el 
campo o en ciudades jardines, en lugares donde no se sepa de otras cosas que de paz, aire, 
sol, flores y follaje. 
. . . . 
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Hoy, con un poco de espíritu ahorrativo, puede ser uno el casero de sí mismo. 
Quizá alguno de nuestros lectores se encariñe con la idea, mejor dicho, se decida a ser 
propietario, porque, ¿quién no ha soñado con poseer una casita en el campo o en las 
afueras de la ciudad? 
Sucede también que, en la actualidad, las condiciones sociales y económicas de la 
vida moderna, ponen, para la realización de este ensueño al alcance de los hombres de 
trabajo y de responsabilidad moral, medios y recursos de que antes solía carecer en 
absoluto. 
By purchasing a single-family home and making the consumer decisions for furniture and 
decorations laid out in the remainder of the article, El Hogar argued, Argentines could secure a 
place where they could be their authentic selves. 
 Celebrities were held up as examples of individuals who had managed to achieve this 
goal, not only in their careers but also in their homes. With the rise of mass culture and, with it, 
celebrity journalism, film, theater, and recording stars had become public figures whose private 
lives were of great interest to the spectating public, as Charles Ponce de Leon chronicles in his 
book on the emergence of celebrity in the US. A new concept had come to replace character in 
journalistic representations of celebrities: personality. By the 1890s, the earlier tradition of 
biographies of famous men, with its emphasis on the self-made man of character and, to a lesser 
extent, women whose work in the public sphere did not threaten their incarnation of “true 
womanhood,” gave way to a new style of reporting on celebrities, one that “presented their 
subjects as complex, even flawed ‘human beings’ ” (33-34). Within this context, readers of 
celebrity journalism did not only thirst for stories of artistic success (discussed in the following 
chapter), but also for “the more prosaic and accessible ways that these figures used to express 
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their individuality and fulfill themselves” (40). Though interest in celebrity homes had formed 
part of earlier representations of famous men and women,157 now this aspect of their private life 
had a new, consumer-oriented, bent. 
Profiles of celebrities in Argentine periodicals like Caras y Caretas, Plus Ultra, and El 
Hogar, like those in European and American photographic magazines, frequently featured visits 
to the subject’s home. Interviews and photographs offered readers a glimpse into how the stars 
lived—and what elements of their home life they might emulate. In other words, images of the 
varied homes of film and theater stars not only make contemplating the domestic lives of 
celebrities into spectator sport, through which readers might discover hidden facets of the 
celebrity’s personality, but this personality is associated with how private behavior comes into 
play with their homes and the consumer goods that fill them (we might refer to this as a habitus 
of domestic life). A Plus Ultra feature on star comic actor Florencio Parravicini, for example 
features a photograph of his “precioso chalet” in the affluent suburb of San Isidro: its English-
style pitched titled roof, grassy lawn, and white wicker furniture, from which he and his 
colleagues run lines for an upcoming production, could be a dream home from a Thompson 
furniture ad. The departure of an unnamed woman in a motorcar prompts the reporter to reflect 
upon the actor’s hidden emotional depth (El Doctor). 
                                                
157 David Haven Blake explores this topic in relation to nineteenth-century American poetry in his 
tremendously entertaining article "When Readers Become Fans: Nineteenth-Century American Poetry as 
a Fan Activity,” in which he argues that “the culture of celebrity emerged as a domestic phenomenon as 
well, one that stretched into the parlors, libraries, and diaries of the middle class home” (101). The 
centerpiece of his essay is the figure of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, who did not embrace the public 
performance of celebrity but received as many as fourteen visitors a day in his home: “Longfellow came 
to represent a fusion of patrician eminence, bourgeois domesticity, and the institutionalization of poetry    
. . . . He had long associated his authorial persona with the domestic labors of raising children. Pictures of 
his study and family circulated throughout the world in books and cartes-de-visite so that the atmosphere 
of Craigie House came to play a foundational role in his public image. To cross the threshold into 
Longfellow’s study was to enter the mystery and institution of authorship in the United States” (116-17). 
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In June 1916, Plus Ultra profiled theatrical power-couple Francisco Ducasse and 
Angelina Pagano, who “ocupan un coquetísimo piso en la calle Uruguay” (El Doctor). They 
graciously allow themselves to be photographed in the hall, dining room, office, living room, and 
foyer. In one featured photo, they are pictured at an upright piano in their high-ceilinged, but 
otherwise Victorian sitting room: dark wallpaper decorated with a painting in a heavy gilded 
frame, photographic portraits on a dust ruffle atop the piano, a lamp with a fringed shade. 
Though it is a good thing, we think, that they employ a servant to dust all of these tricky 
surfaces, their apartment seems largely unpretentious, accessible to the middle-class consumer. 
In the other, they are shown in silhouette in front of tall, ornamentally paned windows, framed 
with a Dresco statue and a plant. The image is cinematic, a happy ending: the reform of the 
former bachelor and his union with the refined leading lady. Indeed, that is where the narrative 
arc of the feature concludes: with a shared look that the reporter interprets as confirmation of 
“dos artistas unidos por la fe inquebrantable de un cariño sincero, [que] darán a la escena 
nacional honra y provecho.” The profile implicitly links the private life and home of this couple 
not only with the institution of marriage, but also with Argentine theater: their happy home life 
prepared Ducasse and Pagano to better contribute to national culture. 
Magazines also published syndicated photos of celebrities at home, exposing consumers 
to ideal home interiors in other countries. “Las actrices bonitas en su casa,” in El Hogar (1925), 
includes two such photographs: In one, film star Mary Miles Minter, seated in a satin-draped 
armchair, reads a novel in “the intimacy of her office.” She is surrounded by flowers and other 
books, artfully arranged; an electric fan, like the ones advertised by GE in the same magazine, 
cools her as she reads. In the other, Paramount star Lois Wilson, reading by electric lamplight in 
front of a tiled fireplace in a cozy floral rocker, is “gozando de un momento de absoluta 
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despreocupación en la tranquilidad y el confort de su hogar.” That same year, in the magazine’s 
special issue on radio, Paramount star Pola Negri was pictured with a pair of headphones on, 
“escuchando un concierto transmitido por radiotelefonía, rodeada por el confort de su hogar” 
(“Las actrices . . . y la radio”). These film actresses model for magazine readers how to fill their 
leisure time within the home: reading or listening to the radio, surrounded by attractive but 
comfortable furnishings and modern amenities. Such images contribute to the consumer’s 
education in taste and appropriate consumer desires, providing the tools for play-acting the 
celebrity’s domestic habitus and, therefore, the realization of their personality. But they also 
model how outfitting the home was tied to the performance of appropriate domesticity, 
especially when it came to women. 
By foregrounding the domestic life of female celebrities, celebrity journalism suggested 
that it was possible for women to balance their public and private responsibilities. Argentine 
stage star Camila Quiroga was a favorite subject of this genre of celebrity reporting, in which the 
domestic life of the female star occupies centerstage in the interview. Emblematic of this genre 
are “La vida novelesca de Camila Quiroga,” a 1920 Caras y Caretas interview with Quiroga by 
frequent celebrity interviewer Juan José de Soiza Reilly, and El Hogar’s 1925 contribution, 
“Unos minutos de conversación con Camila Quiroga,” by the playwright Federico Mertens 
(returning, as he writes, to his roots in journalism for the task). 
These profiles follow in the footsteps of French women’s magazines such as Fémina, 
which in profiles on famous women “strove to be reassuring that achievement outside the home 
and femininity were perfectly compatible” (Berlanstein 79; see also Mesch). The Soiza Reilly 
piece shows its cards immediately, with a featured image on its first page of Quiroga in her shiny 
tiled kitchen, an apron over her frock as she (presumably) makes the dessert she shares with the 
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reporter later in his visit. “Camila Quiroga,” reads a note above the image, “— que hará 
próximamente una brillante jira teatral por España y Francia — no desdeña las labores más 
sencillas y sabrosas del hogar” (57). Quiroga may be a talented actress, the article stresses, but 
she is also an industrious, and proudly Argentine, housewife who makes mate for her guests and 
“pone tanta habilidad en el postre como en el papel de algún drama difícil” (59). At home, “la 
actriz desaparece bajo los delantales, vigilando su hogar como el jilguero que teje todos los días 
el fondo de su nido…” (58) This balance of public and private roles also runs through Mertens’ 
article, which frames his impressions of her home upon his arrival within observations about her 
public and private self, worth citing at length: 
Vive la señora Quiroga en una magnífica casa, un tanto alejada del centro de la 
ciudad. Como que lleva una vida de hogar metodizada, no le interesa la proximidad con 
el medio artístico. Una como contradicción de lo generalizado ofrece la Quiroga en tal 
sentido. Si es una de las más actrices en las tablas, es la menos actriz fuera de ellas. Dos 
personalidades hay en la Quiroga, que altérnanse según el punto en que actúen: el teatro o 
la casa. Se diría que la burguesita, la muchachita enamorada del hogar y de las cosas 
familiares que hay en ella, sólo la recobrara al abandonar el escenario, y que la artista 
devota, fanáticamente devota de las cosas del teatro, únicamente apareciese al dejar la 
casa… Durante el espectáculo, dirigiendo los ensayos o durante las horas de estudio en su 
camarín, no le preocupa nada de cuanto ocurra en el hogar. Es la actriz que se sobrepone 
a la mujercita hacendosa. Es cambio, el teatro la obsesiona entonces: —“Este decorado 
debe ser así y no de aquel modo… Aquel papel ha sido equivocado por el cómico Tal… 
Su vestido para la próxima obra debe ser más fastuoso o más modesto… Hay poca luz o 
demasiada luz en escena…” En fin… 
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Pero, una vez en casita, la otra, la Quiroga número dos, diremos, resurge de muy 
dentro de la Quiroga número uno, pero sin esfuerzos de transiciones violentas: —“¿Ha 
dado la lección de francés la nena?… ¿Por qué no se han colocado las alfombras de 
invierno todavía?… ¿Han dado el desayuno a su esposo?… ¿Trajeron las cuentas del 
almacén, de la carnicería?… ¿Por qué hay hormigas en el jardín?… 
Femenina, profundamente femenina, halla descanso en los trabajos domésticos, que 
resta, a las veces, a su servidumbre, o en la confección de bordados o tejidos, o en el 
hacendoso menester de entrecasa… (37) 
Here, Mertens, like Soiza Reilly, stresses Quiroga’s successful realization of two roles: the 
housewife-mother, at home; and the star actress, beyond it. Yet even in that second role, Quiroga 
engages with matters of decoration and lighting that contribute to her success as housewife. In 
this way, there is actually continuity between her personality in and beyond the home. 
 Both articles make clear that as a housewife, charged with outfitting her home according 
to the rules of cultured consumption, she shines: “Y atravesamos la suntuosa mansión adquirida 
por Quiroga hace poco. ¡Qué lujo! Muebles de cinematógrafo. Alfombras donde los pies se 
hunden. Obras de arte. Un billar. Muchas habitaciones. Patios. Corredores. Jardínes. Parrales” 
(Soiza Reilly 58). Soiza Reilly associates the luxury of her home with an ideal most often seen in 
films; assuming that his readers, assiduous filmgoers, can imagine what this might entail, he is 
able to suggest it with a brief enumeration that calls for readers to fill in the blanks. Mertens goes 
into greater detail in his encomium of her home:   
El gusto, el refinamiento decorativo en casa de la Quiroga, es proverbial. Todo es lujoso, 
extremadamente lujoso, mas su conjunto da una sensación de nidito modesto y 
confortable. Las cosas, los objetos más valiosos, su mano los ha escondido en los lugares 
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menos visibles. Hay una fortuna en muebles, en alfombras, en cortinados, en tapices, en 
obequios que mereciera en sus viajes por Europa y el Pacífico. Aquí un abanico, regalo 
de la Infanta Isabel; allá una placa de oro de pomposo tamaño, donada por las 
Instituciones Educacionales de Méjico; sobre el piano, enfundado en un viejo mantón de 
Manila, una fotografía de Alfonso XIII con elogiosa dedicatoria; sobre un mueblecito un 
álbum con firmas de las más ilustres personalidades europeas y americanas; en un sofá un 
mantón, obesquio de Ramón Pérez de Ayala… Por todos lados fotografías de 
compañeros del teatro, de altas figuras literarias o políticas… Pero todo está un poco 
fuera de luz, como quien deseara evitar esta ostentación de sus glorias y riquezas, 
ganadas exclusivamente desde las tablas, emocionando y entusiasmando a los auditorios. 
(65) 
Indeed, one of the actress’s most praiseworthy characteristics is that, though she is much lauded 
in her public life, in her private life she shows her exquisite taste through her modesty, by 
prioritizing comfort over ostentation. Refinement, in her house, is not the impersonal “escollo de 
los ricos” that El Hogar derided that year (Leseur), but rather the fruit of a magnificent career: 
through personality, elitist luxury is transformed into bourgeois comfort.158 
 Though the many incredible souvenirs that fill her home are indisputably personal, 
specific to Quiroga and her professional triumphs, their style of display cedes to her modest, and 
more important, role as daughter, wife (to a theater producer), and mother. The centerpiece of the 
interview, in fact, is a passage in which Quiroga talks about her relationship with her mother: 
Ella, a partir de mi primer triunfo, y resignada ante mi vocación inquebrantable, me 
estimuló en mi carrera. Recuérdolo en mis primeros tiempos. Malos días habían reducido 
                                                
158 The name of the author of this article may be a misspelling of Daniel Lesueur, the pseudonym of 
Jeanne Lepauze, a French writer whose feuilletons appeared in several Latin American newspapers in the 
1910s and 1920s. 
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nuestra posición financiera. Los recursos eran exiguos. ¡Cómo trabajaba la pobre en la 
confección de mis vestidos y de mis sombreros de teatro! Quería que me luciera también 
en esto, y hacía proezas con los pocos pesos que podía darle. Vivíamos por aquel 
entonces en un departamento de la calle Rivadavia y Medrano, apretujadas… No nos 
habituábamos, pero, ¿qué se le iba a hacer? Había que luchar a brazo partido con la 
adversidad y recobrar nuestra pasada holgura… Mamá hasta se ocupaba en algunas 
cosillas de aguja para aumentar los ingresos, y a fin de que yo no precisara destinar la 
mayor parte de mis sueldos sino en mis exigencias de actriz. ¡Cómo disfruté cuando pude 
darle a mi madre las comodidades de esta casa, que no era sino devolverle la de la suya 
de otras fechas, con la consiguiente vida de tranquilidad y reposo! Todos mis anhelos de 
una existencia así, desahogada, confortable, radicaban en mis más efusivos deseos de 
pagarle a mamá cuantos sacrificios hiciera por mí. Y cuando logrélos, ¡qué poco hubo de 
disfrutar ella de estas comodidades y yo de mi gratitud filial! (65) 
 
Quiroga holds up her mother as an example of a self-sacrificing woman who put her daughter’s 
success over her own desire for material comforts. Yet, paradoxically, supplying her mother with 
these comforts, which she had enjoyed before they lost their fortune, is the goal of her own hard 
work in the public sphere; she had hoped to be a good daughter to her mother by permitting her 
to live the lifestyle her home now embodies. The article resolves the tensions between these 
premises by ending with the reaffirmation of Quiroga’s own motherliness: as she showers 
affection on her thirteen-year-old daughter, Mertens comments, “y nos vamos pensando: ¿esa 
ternura de Camila no es el mayor don, la mejor cualidad de la artista?…” Indeed, this is the 
central premise of Soiza Reilly’s interview as well, which even features a photo of the actress 
turning pages at the piano for her daughter. “Yo busco un símil para compararla. Busco una 
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imagen de cristal retórico,” he writes at the beginning of the article. Finally, he arrives at the 
right word: “una madre” (57). It is difficult to imagine that any profile of a male actor would 
have such a strong emphasis on his domestic and family responsibilities. 
 Thus, even with celebrities, the exemplars of the modern cult of personality, mass-
circulation periodicals portray their consumption practices as the expression of intangible values. 
By showing that even celebrities adhered to the precepts of cultured consumption that middle-
class Argentines were expected to follow, these profiles not only further educate readers on what 
cultured consumption might look like (in its various forms), but encourage them to see it as one 
of the physical manifestations of successful upward mobility. 
 
Caretakers of Private Life 
  
Outfitting the home, as the previous section suggested, was a task increasingly assigned to the 
woman of the household. The association between women and consumption, as Thomas 
Richards has shown, has existed since the beginnings of commodity culture, when “advertisers 
defined consumption as an extension of the sexual division of labor enshrined in the Victorian 
household” (206). The image of the housewife as Angel of the House, responsible for outfitting 
the home and caring for its residents, was disseminated in periodicals, advice literature, and 
fiction.159 This would also be true in Argentina, where the association between women and the 
home that first took hold among the elite had, by the 1930s, trickled down to the rest of society 
(Míguez 40-42). As a result, women would become “una mediadora invisible de toda una cultura 
modelada en la influencia del mercado . . . en virtud misma de su posición doméstica” (Legrás 
                                                
159 On the Angel of the House in Latin America, see LaGreca. 
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65). By the 1920s, advertisers were paying significant attention to female consumers, as both 
subjects and objects of print, radio, and other forms of advertising (Rocchi, “Inventando” 313). 
Illustrated general-interest magazines and women’s magazines teem with advertisements for 
beauty projects, household advice columns that range from cleaning and decorating to etiquette, 
how-to craft guides with which the thrifty woman might spruce up her home, and, as we see, 
advertisements for furnishings, decorations, and other home goods addressed to women. 
 The task of outfitting the home, however, had often been viewed with ambivalence by 
proponents of family-centered values.160 On the one hand, women were to be guided in this 
undertaking by their innate morality, which served as counterweight to base capitalism. Through 
this moralization of domestic agency (Chase and Levenson 11), the wife-mother’s purchasing 
decisions could help promote non-materialistic values.161 On the other, women, who Victorian 
commodity culture had conceptualized as passive consumers easily manipulated by 
advertisers,162 also had to be protected from themselves: their attraction to commodities could 
undermine the stability of the bourgeois home they were meant to protect. By the 1910s, the 
woman addressed and portrayed in Argentine ads for furniture and other homegoods was not this 
passive figure, but rather what Rocchi calls “the sovereign consumer” who will look out for her 
                                                
160 See, for instance, Grier’s discussion of “moral tales of furnishing” (108-12). 
 
161 “Amid the new material plenitude— the apparatus of comfort and convenience vividly displayed at the 
Great Exhibition— an instinctive response was to moralize every act of domestic agency. The new 
abundance must be met by the defiant moral assertion of families: home in relation to the commercial 
economy stood as the soul within the thoughtless body, and if the home/head could become a judiciously 
arranged interior, then it would never be defiled by dirty commerce. Persons would always triumph over 
things” (11). 
162 Jubilee kitsch “associated Victoria’s image with common domestic articles largely used by women” 
(Richards 100) and established “the prototype for a consumer whose mind has been manipulated to such 
an extent that she has been placed in a passive state of complete receptivity” (109). 
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family’s best interests by managing household efficiency and promoting its comfortable but 
elegant face to their peers.163  
Though a few advertisements address men as economic providers,164 outfitting the home 
was usually depicted as a woman’s particular responsibility. The article “El encanto del hogar,” 
published in El Hogar in 1920, insisted that “crear belleza es uno de los primeros deberes 
femeninos,” and that in furnishing her home, “rebusar el fausto, la exhibición vanidosa, seguir 
servilmente la moda, son tendencias que jamás combatiremos bastante, pues generalmente se 
aunan con el más pésimo gusto” (Leseur). One 1910 ad, picturing a well-dressed couple gazing 
upon Thompson furniture, proclaimed that “es ella la que debe elegir los muebles…. Y en efecto: 
es en la elección del mobiliario donde las señoras revelan el BUEN GUSTO, el SENTIDO 
ECONÓMICO y el amor al hogar que las distingue” (7 May 1910). Furnishing the home 
economically, in good taste was how women could demonstrate their commitment to the family. 
Not only was it was a woman’s responsibility to make the home modern, cozy, beautiful, 
and clean, but in doing so, she could secure happiness for herself and her family. “Tener un 
hogar bien arreglado, alegre y cómodo, donde el buen gusto brille en sus más altas 
manifestaciones, es el sueño dorado de toda mujer,” stated a linoleum ad printed in full-color on 
the back cover of Caras y Caretas in 1920. “De esta felicidad disfrutan las señoras que usan el 
maravilloso CONGOLEUM, hermoso y artístico cubrepiso . . .” (Congoleum). The image in the 
ad, a painting of a woman with her prettily attired toddler playing with a kitten in a simply but 
beautifully appointed room with a big window, visualized what the realization of this dream 
                                                
163 On women as managers of household efficiency, see Fox and Lears xiv, Wilson 53-54. 
 
164 For example, this Thompson ad in Caras y Caretas: “Ofrezca Ud. á su esposa con la seguridad de su 
cariño las delicias del nido, que son confort y comodidad, y la luna de miel le sonreirá eternamente” (3 
Sept. 1910). Not only is it a husband’s responsibility to provide a well-furnished home to his wife, but in 
buying it for her he shows her that he cares. He, too, benefits from the purchase: it guarantees their 
marital bliss. 
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might look like. Buenos Aires-based furniture store Los Gobelinos was particularly insistent 
upon this point, in a series of advertisements from the late 1920s in El Hogar. “La mayor 
satisfacción que puede experimentar una dueña de casa,” one February 1927 ad proclaimed, “es 
poseer un hogar confortable y bien dispuesto” (4 Feb. 1927). The next month they put it thusly: 
“Alegre su vida y la de los suyos, brindándole las delicias de un hogar atrayente y confortable” 
(4 Mar. 1927). A women should create such a home not only by considering the images provided 
in such ads, but also by looking inside herself (“buscar en ellas los elementos de belleza que han 
de extender luego alrededor suyo”): “Haced de vuestro hogar un sitio distinto de todos,” that 
article urged, “parecido únicamente a vuestra alma, y en el que se sentirá feliz aquel que para 
vosotras es el Amor y el Refugio” (Leseur). A well-appointed, personalized home, in short, 
ensured self-realization and, therefore, happiness: a woman could be sure that she was fulfilling 
her socially assigned role as caretaker of the domestic sphere. 
Los Gobelinos reminded El Hogar readers that this was not only a personal matter; it 
was, on the contrary, a social imperative that would be policed by, one assumes, visitors to the 
home: “LA CULTURA DE UNA DUEÑA DE CASA es juzgada por la correcta decoración de 
su hogar” (7 Jan. 1927). If a woman carries out this task appropriately, then she will indeed 
likely feel compelled to display her beautifully furnished rooms to visitors; she should always 
make her purchasing decisions assuming that this is a real possibility. If she succeeds at this, then 
she might be lucky enough to see her home interiors featured in the photographic “Residencias 
porteñas” section in the center of the magazine, where others might admire her exquisite taste. 
The contributions of this female cultured consumer, to the home, however, were limited 
by certain judgments about appropriate and inappropriate behavior within upwardly aspiring 
middle-income families. A woman was to contribute by lending her taste and mastery of the 
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household budget to outfitting the home; she might also acceptably mend, spot clean, and do 
over articles of clothing and other household items. Magazines like El Hogar, Para Ti, and 
Caras y Caretas suggested that in doing craft projects to refurbish current belongings, make the 
house sparkle, or create accent pieces for its rooms, women could both personalize their home 
according to patterns and recipes provided by the magazine and economize in favor of their 
families’ future. Yet the line seemed to be drawn at those household chores that could not be 
done in a sitting room, in a pretty dress. Though linoleum company Congoleum boasted that its 
product was “higiénico, económico y durable” and “fácil de mantener siempre limpio y 
brillante,” its ads did not feature images of women carrying out this task, but rather leisurely 
caring for their children or doing crafts in their beautifully appointed living spaces: one 1922 ad 
pictured two such women, one perched on a cozy floral couch reading to her daughter, the other, 
in a frothy white dress and heels, embroidering in a wicker chair (Figure 6). 
Indeed, though sections like “La mujer y la casa” (El Hogar), “Para la dueña de casa” 
(Para Ti), and “Páginas Femeninas” (Plus Ultra) included recipe, cleaning, beauty, relationship, 
and lifestyle tips, few advertisements of the period depicted housewives actually doing chores; 
advertising, as we have seen, favored aspirational images of domestic life. Such images 
encouraged middle-income women to aspire to follow the lead of the wealthy in hiring out 
heavy-duty cleaning to servants, who were depicted in ads doing this work (Liernur and Silvestri 
74). One 1911 Jabón Reuter ad welcomed the readers of Caras y Caretas into this social circle 
by laying out the benefits of having “our” servants use this soap. If one could pay a servant to do 
the chores, then there was little need for time- and labor-saving modern appliances such as 
vacuum cleaners and refrigerators; Rocchi attributes the uncommonness of these appliances in 
the homes of the ultra-wealthy (who could clearly afford them) to “a problem of taste,” as with 
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Figure 6: Congoleum. A “softened” interior (see Grier 162-64), with elegance, taste, and comfort 
(7 Jan. 1922). Biblioteca Nacional de España 
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Of course, this was not a realistic goal for most families, who needed to economize both 
money and time. By the 1920s, according to Liernur and Silvestri, opinions on home appliances 
shifted as ads began to depict elegant housewives using home appliances, whose “empleo . . . se 
ha convertido en signo de ‘privilegio’ ” (74).165 In a series of ads for (non-electric) washing 
machines from the 1920s, use of these appliances transformed dowdy, overworked women into 
elegant, neatly coiffed ladies for whom housework was hardly any trouble (Lavandero Práctico). 
Another ad from the period, announcing a soap-company contest, shows a bevy of housewives 
with aprons over their printed frocks reaching desirously upward toward a rain of “premios muy 
prácticos para el hogar” such as an electric iron, a sewing table, a piano, a brass bed, a set of pots 
and pans, and jewelry (Jabón Campana): it encourages women to incorporate home appliances 
into their consumer desires, if they have not already done so. 
A 1931 ad for the Compañía Italo-Argentina de Electricidad is emblematic of advertisers’ 
efforts to effect this shift in taste during the period. The ad announces that the electric company 
has negotiated a special promotion with the capital’s foremost home appliance stores to allow 
consumers to buy their products in up to twenty-four monthly installments—a particularly 
helpful practice during the economic crisis. In an illustrated border depicting stylish housewives 
using electric appliances, the ad presents its target audience as a “distinguished Clientele” who is 
nevertheless concerned with economizing: a woman who vacuums, irons, cooks, bathes the 
children, washes clothes, and serves meals in elegant, modish frocks or silky robes, her hair done 
up in finger waves, but who may only be able to buy home appliances on an installment plan. 
Captions affirm the benefits of the appliances, presenting them as capable of saving time, money, 
effort, and improving the quality of life of families: the electric water heater is the “ ‘non plus 
                                                
165 For example, a 1920 GE ad for various home appliances (toasters and fans are pictured, but the ad also 
mentions vacuums, irons, ovens, and heaters) that depicts an elegant woman in an apron preparing 
breakfast. 
 
  193 
ultra’ de la comodidad” without costing more than other heaters; the vacuum cleaner is “el 
instrumento de limpieza más práctico e higiénico;” ironing with an electric iron not only avoids 
accidental stains but also “se convierte en un placer;” the electric washer saves time and yields 
perfect results; the electric refrigerator becomes an indispensible device that provides priceless 
health benefits and improvements in 
well-being; and not only does the 
electric oven save cooking time and 
fuel, but the food prepared on it tastes 
better. 
 These were middle-income 
women who were, for the first time, 
assumed to have a wide variety of 
household responsibilities that they 
had to fit into their busy schedules but 
which, nevertheless, do not undermine 
their status as stylish, modern women; 
rather, their ability to balance multiple 
responsibilities and use the latest 
technology is a marker of status.166 
 Despite such attempts to make 
home appliances to upwardly mobile 
                                                
166 One 1929 El Hogar article argued that the true modern woman is not the one obsessed with luxury, but 
the one who takes part in activities like sports, travel, and charity, among the wealthy, and works, studies, 
and seeks independence, if she is not of means (Colombo). 
Figure 7: Compañía Italo-Argentina de Electricidad. Biblioteca 
Nacional de España 
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Argentines, not until the mid-1930s did the production and sale of home appliances truly take off 
in Argentina. Around that time, widespread electrification and lower prices (likely aided by the 
waning of the Great Depression) made these products truly more accessible, on an installment 
plan, for middle-income Argentines. At the same time, local manufacturers, attuned to the 
increasingly nationalist climate of the Infamous Decade, began to market home appliances as 
proudly Argentine.167 For wealthy Argentines, it may have been this appeal to nationalist feeling 
that allowed them to shake off their reservations about admitting the benefits of household 
efficiency. For the rest of the population, where the appeal had already been present, it was their 
increased accessibility, and advertisement as such, that made appliances a more realistic part of 
the middle-class home. 
* * * 
Though owning the most beautiful furniture sets or most modern appliances was not yet on the 
table for most Argentine families in the 1910s and 1920s, readers were promised that by reading 
the mass-circulation magazines these advertisements appeared in, they were already improving 
their chances of one day fully realizing the ideal of cultured consumption they disseminated. 
This promise was especially pronounced in El Hogar, which in 1926 launched an campaign to 
drum up interest in its advertising space. For several months, promotional slogans on the footer 
of pages proclaimed things like,  
“El Hogar” es hoy una necesidad para las personas cultas y distinguidas 
“El Hogar” circula entre el público de mayor poder adquisitivo 
“El Hogar” es un vendedor que semanalmente visita 150.000 hogares 
El lector de “El Hogar” es el cliente que buscan todos los comerciantes 
                                                
167 On this development, see Rocchi, “La Americanización” 171-74, 186. 
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“El Hogar” circula preferentemente entre las clases pudientes y prósperas 
No hay familia acomodada que no reciba “El Hogar” 
A refined model of cultured consumption was front and center in the campaign. The elite, whose 
patronage the magazine sought by claiming that their peers were already readers, were held up as 
the model to which readers should aspire; by buying and reading El Hogar, Argentines were 
participating in a consumption practice that announced their own culture, distinction, and 
prosperity (even if fantasmagorically). If the magazine counted among its regular readers both 
wealthy and upwarding aspiring Argentines, the former with ample disposable income and the 
latter, a desire to appear as if they did, then purchase of advertising space was a sure bet: it could 
secure merchants not only spendy clients, but those elite ones whose prestige would lend extra 
cache to their products. Significantly, within this self-promotional framework, the magazine 
portrayed itself as the most prestigious product of all. Its name brought the claim full circle: 
purchase of El Hogar made the dream of the cultured home realizable for any Argentine who 






As the previous sections have shown, mass-circulation periodicals did not merely help carry out 
an education in cultured consumption; they transformed it into entertainment. The advertising 
strategies discussed regarding home lots and furniture bring to the forefront the extent to which 
mass-circulation periodicals had become important intermediaries between producers and 
consumers. Yet these periodicals did not carry out this work alone; they formed part of a larger 
mass cultural circuit that included theater, film, music, and, beginning in the mid-1920s, radio. 
These entertainments and their stars were the frequent subjects of articles, photos, and 
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advertisements in mass-circulation magazines, such that on their pages even public 
entertainments like film and theater could physically enter the home, as we have seen in the case 
of celebrity profiles. At the same time, magazines, films, plays, and songs encouraged Argentine 
consumers to make entertainment a key activity of home life by reading magazines, dancing to 
records, and listening to the radio. In doing so, they supplied Argentines with images of the 
modern home in which entertainment and its protagonists had definitively entered the private 
sphere. The integration of entertainment into the home, however, was not without conflict, and in 
these decades even as mass culture encouraged Argentines to make entertainment a part of all 
spheres of their lives, it revealed the tensions in this very same process. 
Consuming culture in the home was not, in these decades, new in Argentina, but mass 
culture expanded this practice both in scope and variety. Reading was, as this dissertation shows, 
one of the earliest significant examples of this. Magazines relished including photographs of 
ordinary Argentines and celebrities, both local and international, reading one of their issues in 
their homes, gardens, workplaces, or out and about around the city. (Indeed, the magazines were 
to be present in all arenas of modern life.) Though periodicals were the most massive of reading 
materials, the book also enjoyed increased popularity during the period. Publishers of 
inexpensive, but well-bound, editions of novels, such as the Biblioteca La Nación, built upon 
mid-to-late ninteenth-century library lust to represent home libraries as emblems of the cultured 
home (Parada 124, Batticuori 424) to which ordinary Argentines could nonetheless aspire. In 
mass-circulation magazines, furniture companies and articles helped visualize what these rooms 
might look like in illustrations of home offices and libraries.168 As “La quinta que podía ser mía” 
put it to El Hogar readers: “Toda vivienda que quiera dar un testimonio del espíritu selecto de su 
                                                
168 For example, Thompson (13 Nov. 1909). 
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dueño ha de tener una biblioteca. En estos chalets modernos puede dedicarse a ese efecto una 
habitación en la parte más silenciosa de la casa o disponer los libros del modo ingenioso que 
indican las fotografías.” The book form, of course, had a cultural cache that the periodical 
ordinarily did not, and when it was combined with the image of the filmstar pictured reading in 
her beautiful home, it gained the attraction of her shiny Hollywood glamor. 
The 1920s saw limited attempts to introduce to the home the entertainment that was 
gaining ground as the most popular among porteños: film. Advertisements marketed film 
cameras and projectors as a way to record family activities and watch these and other films in the 
privacy of their homes, on subjects such as acrobacy, nature, and science. In the mid-1920s, the 
least expensive film cameras and projectors advertised each cost about 100 pesos. Despite 
advertisers’ attempts to portray these new devices as so easy to use that even a child could 
operate them, it seems likely that their price and the dullness of the films available for purchase 
paled in comparison to the offerings in the capital’s many dozens of cinemas. 
 Indeed, theaters and cinema promoters of the period jumped to claim that they could 
provide not only family-friendly entertainment to porteños, but comfort and luxury as well. 
Though well into the 1920s, the sets and costumes of most género chico productions were 
nothing to boast of, the revue made a name for itself in part through its luxurious sets and 
costumes that visualized consumption on a hyperbolic scale: instead of one new outfit, two 
hundred; the set as the home redecoration unaffordable to most theatergoers. If most theaters of 
the género chico had sought to attract audiences with profoundly Argentine names, many music 
halls and, especially, cinemas, often christened after marquee European and American venues, 
trumpeted class and luxury with their names: Esmeralda, Palace, Select Buen Orden, Cine Elite, 
Empire, Gran Splendid, Excelsior, Ideal, Majestic, Monumental, Mignon Palace, The American 
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Palace, Elite Palace, Crystal Palace, and Bijou Salon.169 Though the main selling point of 
cinemas was that they had “siempre novedades,” they also advertised their “programa selecto y 
variado” (which sometimes included other “atracciones”) or added that it was “apto para 
familias” or that the films were “instructivas y morales.” Sometimes, advertisements highlighted 
the physical attributes of the venue: it might be “elegante,” with “cómodos palcos and amplias 
plateas,” boasting of modern features like “calefacción moderna” or air conditioning in the 
summer, which would have been unavailable to most Argentines in their homes 
(“Espectáculos”). The Monumental Theater-Cinema, which showed off its art-deco façade in its 
two-color ads of the early 1930s, gave its air-conditioning top billing in a summer 1932 ad, 
incorporating ice into the typography, and including a large illustration of a thermometer that 
read “siempre aire fresco, puro y sano.” The Porteño Theater, that same year, boasted of its 
“modernísimo sistema de calefacción y refrigeracion. Temperatura graduable.” Though not all 
cinemas may have provided such comforts, their vocabulary appealed to the same consumers 
who dreamed of enjoying these comforts in their private life. 
 
It would be with music that mass culture would truly expand within the home. The first 
mechanism of this expansion would be through sheet music, which was sometimes even printed 
in general interest periodicals. With sheet music, families could reprise their favorite tunes at 
home, especially if they were lucky enough to own a musical instrument like a piano or guitar. 
Plays of the period are populated with characters, mainly women, who sing in the home and 
aspire to make a career of it; these stories form part of the final chapter of this dissertation. 
                                                
169 The names of theaters were much recycled across theater, variety, and film circuits worldwide: for 
example, the Palace was the jewel of New York vaudeville, as well as the name of a famous Parisian 
music hall. Theaters in Buenos Aires included the Nacional, Argentino, Maipo, Buenos Aires, San 
Martín, Porteño, Sarmiento. Some movie theaters also adopted names that proclaimed their 
argentineidad: General Belgrano, Lavalle, Cine Presidente Roca. 
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Not until the appearance of the phonograph, though, did there exist a product that seemed 
capable of revolutionizing the relationship between music and the private sphere. Though the 
phonograph had first arrived in Argentina in 1878, it was until after the turn of the century 
mainly seen (and heard) as a technological novelty in kermesse shows and other public 
demonstrations (Seibel 190), rather than as a device suited for everyday use. Around the turn of 
the century, the idea that the phonograph might bring entertainment into the home began to 
appear in mass-circulation periodicals, as merchants began importing mass-produced 
phonographs, but images of the technology as a marvel perhaps better suited to the sideshow or 
exposition endured for some time. One 1903 Enrique Lepage & Cía advertisement for Monarch 
Gramophones, published in August and October in Caras y Caretas, reveals the tension between 
these views.170 For the vendor, the device was, first and foremost, “el teatro en casa” (it declared 
as much in a bolded headline), if one that achieved this through marvelous feats: on it, “la voz de 
los más célebres artistas [es] maravillosamente reproducida.” Beneath a photograph of the record 
player, the advertisement prints excerpts from a variety of important newspapers for which it had 
staged a demonstration, which reinforce the image of the record player as an almost magical 
machine, capable of transporting the listener to the site of the live performance by a host of 
European stars. Le Courrier de La Plata puts it perhaps the most succintly: “Il est bien 
impossible de pousser plus loin l’illusion.” Those reporters who do mention the idea of having 
such a machine at home seem to view it as a remote possibility. 
                                                
170 Enrique Lepage & Cía was a photography and film-supply company that played a key role in the 
introduction of film to Argentina. Its employees included Eugenio Py, credited with Argentina’s first film, 
“La bandera argentina,” and Max Glücksmann, who would buy the company in 1908 and be a leading 
figure in Argentine music and theater for decades—Sergio Pujol refers to him as an “especie de Edison 
rioplatense que trabaja en casi todos los planos de las industrias culturales emergentes” (57). Lepage 
advertisements first refer to phonographs as home theater in 1899. 
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 The phonograph continued its push into the private sphere through advertisements and 
articles in mass-circulation periodicals. Throughout the 1910s, magazines advertised imports of 
US and European brands like Brunswick, Victor, Concertola, Columbia/Graphophone, Edison, 
Mediola, and Pathé, on which could be played imports and local recordings, often produced by 
local branches of international recording companies. Though some wealthy families undoubtedly 
took advantage of their disposable income to purchase one of these newfangled marvels, 
phonographs and records would not become more affordable until after World War I. Around 
that time, the local and proudly less expensive Casa América and Glücksmann models entered 
the market, accompanied by a boom in Argentine records spanning local and international genres 
such as tangos, ranchera, foxtrots, shimmys, two-steps, maxixas, blues, zambas, waltzes, even 
criollo shimmys, all localized in performances by star Argentine (or Argentina-based) musicians 
backed by equally headlining orquesta típicas. In 1925, most record players ran between $35 and 
$100, though Casa América sold models that cost up to $650 (special financing available); 
double-plays cost $3 to $3.25. 
Advertisements for records and record players during the 1920s portrayed their products 
as both eminently Argentine and eminently modern: an accoutrement of the modern Argentine 
home. One of their selling points was convenience: at the beginning of the decade Casa América 
proclaimed that purchase of one of these modern machines “le permitirá oír en todo momento 
que usted lo desee, las mejores orquestas y los artista s más célebres del mundo entero, que le 
proporcionan horas de expansión, placer y alegría” (28 Feb. 1920). Since “bailar al son del 
grafófono se ha hecho actualmente de moda,” “no deberán faltar en ningún hogar” (17 July 
1920). Not only would owning a phonograph permit Argentines to enjoy their favorite music in 
the comfort of their own homes, but consumers could be certain that by doing so they were 
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supporting authentic Argentine music. Max Glücksmann’s Disco Nacional Odeon label, the era’s 
foremost producer of Argentine records, stated this concisely in its 1925 advertising campaign: 
its records were both “la fiel expresión del arte criollo” and “la alegría del hogar moderno.” In 
other words, purchase of this authentic Argentine music, encompassing genres pioneered in 
Argentina as well as genres retrofitted from international models, would make for a happy and 
modern home. 
Phonographs were, like new furniture, aspirational products whose advertisers sought to 
represent them as nevertheless essential. But owning one was an expensive proposition: not only 
was there the initial investment of a record player, for which the cheapest $20 model represented 
an eighth or ninth of the average monthly salary of a working-class family in the mid-1920s,171 
but the cost of a record was thirty times that of an issue of a weekly publication like La Novela 
Semanal or Caras y Caretas, as much as twice that of a mass market novel, or 2.5 times that of 
movie tickets for a family of four—all of which entertained for more time. For the majority of 
Argentines, thus, advertisements would be their primary means of interaction with the 
phonograph in their home. Of course, tickets to see a big recording star could cost a couple of 
pesos each, so as for whether it was ultimately a better deal for a family with some disposable 
income to fork over five to ten pesos for a whole evening of family entertainment or invest in a 
record player and double-plays for regular household dance parties was probably a matter of 
preference. The preference of those writers, performers, and businessmen involved in the music 
industry: that they did both. 
With music, downtown entertainment venues could enter the home, with mass-circulation 
periodicals often as intermediaries. Performed live as part of plays and revues, hit songs, and 
                                                
171 This estimate drawn from data on salaries in Sarlo, El imperio 69. 
 
  202 
their performers, could draw fans to the theater, a selling point for many sainetes and other works 
of the género chico. Yet the promotion went both ways: a captivating live performance or the 
success of a play could also boost sales of records or lead to new recordings of existing songs. 
This would be especially true with the tangos that increasingly anchored popular plays. Popular 
theater and the recording industry were key motors behind what Sergio Pujol calls the 
“decentization” of tango in Argentina. If in the late 1910s the tango, with its arrabalesco origins, 
was dismissed by the intelligensia, by the end of the 1920s it would be largely considered an 
authentic expression of porteño life (171-73). In this transitional period, the phonograph and 
theater facilitated access to a genre that, though being consecrated by Parisian authorities, was 
still improper for middle-class families to enjoy in its native milongas and arrabales (see Seibel 
555); as Pujol puts it, records “permiten trasmigrar de los prostíbulos y los organitos callejeros a 
los lugares ‘decentes’, incluso a otras partes del mundo” (176). By the mid-1920s, “el tango se 
convierte en un número de catálogo, un lugar en una serie, alejándose cada vez más de la 
provocación callejera” (183). In other words, by becoming another consumer good, sanitized by 
mass-production, the tango was able to enter the moral refuge of the ideal bourgeois home. 
Theater and record company entrepreneurs, sometimes the same person, reinforced 
connections between attendance of spectacles and consumption of musical hits at home. This 
was the case in chart-topping playwright and lyricist and Alberto Vacarezza’s La vida es un 
sainete (Mar. 1925), whose libretto, in La Escena (Apr. 1925), proclaims it to feature the tango 
“Virgencita del Talar,” both “premiado en el Concurso de Tangos del Gran Splendid” and 
“cantado con gran éxito en la obra ‘La vida es un sainete’, que se da en el Apolo.” That tango 
had already been recorded by the Roberto Firpo orchestra for Disco Nacional Odeon, available in 
early 1925 ($3) (3 Jan.). Now, it boasted the claim not only of having been declared a work of 
 
  203 
quality in one of the capital’s premiere theaters (Glücksmann’s Gran Splendid), but also of 
having formed part of a commercial success at a theater that catered to popular audiences. How 
could the song not experience a resurgence? Indeed, a mere two months after the play’s premiere 
a new recording of the song, by Azucena Maizani and the Francisco Canaro orchestra, was 
released from Odeon under its new title (the original appeared parenthetically) for $3.25 (16 
May). The next month, it was available for autopiano (6 June). Glücksmann’s label, organizer of 
the tango contest in the theater he owned, had successfully integrated the popular song into a 
circuit of cultured consumption that began and ended with his own financial gain. 
Such efforts could even cross over to the silver screen, as with José and Ovidio Cátulo 
González Castillo’s “Organito de la tarde,” the third place winner in the Gran Splendid Theater’s 
tango competition. In early 1925, Casa América advertised the song as recorded by the Roberto 
Firpo orchestra, and a couple of months later, Glücksmann offered a version performed by the 
Francisco Canaro orchestra. Upon that success, González Castillo incorporated it into the May 
1925 revue he co-wrote with Alberto Novión, La octava maravilla, where it was premiered by 
headlining singer-actress Azucena Maizani, whose recorded version, for Glücksmann, appeared 
the following week advertised as a “GRAN SUCESO” (23 May). The next month Glücksmann’s 
label tried to infuse new life into the hit by giving top billing to a recording of the tango by stars 
Carlos Gardel and José Razzano, which he called “la más celebrada creación de Carlos Gardel” 
(6 June); Casa América advertised it for autopiano—three pesos for the roll (13 June). In August, 
Gardel and Razzano performed the song for the Prince of Wales, and finally, the next year, it 
gave its name to the film directed by José A. Ferreyra, at whose screenings it was performed as a 
variety act (Seibel 654-55). Thus the process came full circle, creating a continuity between 
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theater and home entertainment, and between modes of entertainment, that sought to install 
music as saleable product and provider of pleasure in both the public and private realm. 
 Because of its price, however, the phonograph failed to massively redirect public 
entertainment into the home. The attraction of public life was such that in 1925, El Hogar 
discussed life outside the home with the question “¿Se ha perdido nuestro hogar?” The text 
argues that “la extraordinaria subida de la renta urbana, la necesidad de la cooperación social 
para todas las esferas sociales y lo imperativo de la higiene” has brought about “una 
transformación radical en las costumbres privadas.” Where few could afford spacious, luxurious 
homes in the city, public venues had become the go-to destinations for entertainment: “El hogar 
ha quedado reducido a sencillo dormitorio, y nada más. En casa no se recibe a nadie; en casa no 
se dan bailes; en casa, no se come, ni se toma café, ni te, ni se viste o desviste artísticamente 
nadie. En casa, tampoco se trabaja ya. Todo está fuera. Hay que salir.” Furthermore, the 
democratization of comfort meant that the aristocracy, too, had to venture out to distinguish 
themselves, putting on “permanent expositions” in the salons of hotels and grand restaurants that 
afforded more luxuries than the home. All in all, as the title suggests, this entailed the loss of the 
home-centric lifestyle of yesteryear in favor of an expanding public life. 
 
It would not be until the mid-1920s that a new technology would bring public entertainment into 
the home on a massive scale: the radio, which by the 1940s had become the primary means of 
consuming entertainment in the home. If during the first half of the 1920s, when few families 
owned receivers, listening to the radio was primarily a public activity, with Argentines gathering 
at shops and cafés for entertainment events, by the second half of the decade the tide had begun 
to shift. As the technology became more widespread, it became increasingly common for 
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Argentines to listen in the privacy of their living rooms, kitchens, or dining rooms, or with 
neighbors in the semipublic space of the patio: housewives might listen to music or, in the 1930s, 
radiotheater, while doing chores, and whole families might gather around the dinner table to 
share their favorite music, news, or radiotheater program before or after the meal (Matallana 
128-29). As González Velasco puts it succintly, “la radio colocaba [el] mundo del espectáculo 
directamente en el seno del hogar” (51). With the radio, musical genres like tango, classical, and, 
increasingly, jazz became a soundtrack to daily life inside the home; by the early 1930s, 
housework, meals, and quiet evenings in the living or dining room were livened up with the 
twists and turns of radiodramas, events and scandals of local and international news, and the 
excitement of sporting events—some of which were repeat broadcasts of spectacles that 
audiences may have seen live. 
The radio, indeed, had become a new lens through which the miscellany of mass culture 
could be understood. The 1924 revue Hoy transmite Ratti-Cultura (Rada and Delfino), like other 
plays and revues of the period that referenced radio (or film) in their titles, evoked the radio not 
so much a theme or unifier of content (the revue includes six unrelated sketches, only one of 
which was about the radio) but rather as a cultural referent to give the play the luster of novelty 
and contemporaneity. In calling the sketches “broadcasts” (transmisiones) the playwrights invite 
the audience to themselves not as spectators in a theater, a pastime that in form, at least, would 
have been practically mundane to porteños of the period, but rather as the audience of a radio 
program, a cutting-edge technology and entertainment. The listener-spectator was treated (or 
subjected, as the revue is quite mediocre) to sketches that catered to a range of tastes, from 
melodrama and sentimentalism to comedy and satire, anticipating in some sense the 
heterogeneity of contents the radio would achieve in the 1930s, when the medium was conceived 
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as “portadora de cultura, ciencia y técnica” to “una audiencia amplia y heterogénea” (Matallana 
98).172 The triumph of the radio, by the end of its first decade, was decisive: in 1929, according to 
a US government report, Argentina could boast 22 radio stations in 7 cities (14 of which were in 
Buenos Aires) and 525,000 receivers (or 52.05 per 1,000 people), the most of any Latin 
American country, and more than in Italy, Denmark, or Russia (Matallana 35-36).173 
Continuing the work of the phonograph and mass-circulation periodicals, the radio 
bridged public and private space in another way: by contributing to the education of the 
consumer. This would take place both on the radio itself and in the periodicals, general interest 
and subject-specific, that dedicated space to the medium. As the radio became more widespread 
in the second half of the 1920s, the focus of these features was no longer primarily the education 
of what Matallana calls the “technician listener” (oyente técnico), but rather the cultural 
education of the medium’s increasingly broader audience.174 As cultural gatekeepers, these 
periodicals indicated which frequencies audiences should tune into, and at what time: “le 
otorgaron al oyente una especia de guía del ‘buen gusto’, donde figuraba información acerca de 
los programas y los aspectos que debía valorar en esas emisiones” (Matallana 72). They also 
helped integrate the radio into public and private life: advertisements offered radios as raffle 
prizes for purchasers of home goods like electric blankets, brass beds, and wine; articles and 
                                                
172 Music soundly dominated radio’s first decade in Argentina, making up seventy percent of 
programming until 1935. Over the following decade, however, the popularity of radiotheater, in genres 
like the gauchesca, crime fiction, and romance, and the rise of other types of programming, most notably 
the news, but also sports, educational programming, community programming, other spectacles, and 
programming aimed toward women, meant that the radio now offered something for every taste (see 
Matallana 95, 101). 
 
173 If we may recall, five years previous Caras y Caretas had estimated its circulation as 150,000. 
Though radio was already massively popular in Argentina, its massiveness paled in comparison with 
that of the world’s leading nation in radio, the United States. During the same year, the US had an 
astounding 10,000,000 radios, an estimated 30 to 50 million audience, and 700 stations (Matallana 44). 
 
174 See Matallana 18-19, 61-62, 98. 
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photographs showed how listeners might integrate the radio into other leisure activities like 
fishing and picknicking or how the radio might liven up dull workplaces. Advertisements 
announced the sale of new models whose compact size or double duty as furniture meant that 
they could be more easily integrated into the Argentine home (Claxton 22-24); ads, photographs 
of celebrities, and illustrations pictured them alongside modern furniture in attractive living 
rooms. As Matallana puts it, where “casi todas las familias habían adoptado el aparato de radio 
como parte de los objetos de su vida cotidiana, parte del amueblado de los hogares . . . el aparato 
de radio no sólo con su presencia sino con los discursos emitidos, modificaba el espacio en el 
que se vivía” (98). 
This education also took place on the radio itself, especially when it came to 
consumption. In 1934, according to a US government report, between 20% and 25% of 
advertising in Argentina took place on the radio (Matallana 103), but already in the early years of 
radio the preponderance of advertising was noteworthy. In one 1924 sketch comedy, 
“Transmisión C.K.T. 30.000 metros de onda,” the case of a man who takes negative radio 
publicity for a rival’s business and a radio engineer who swindles him out of ever more cash 
satirizes the excesses of radio advertising (Rada and Delfino). As in magazines, women were 
singled out as the target audience of advertising, “la aliada que las firmas necesitaban para 
profundizar la cercanía con sus clientes,” in Rocchi’s words (“Inventando la soberanía” 317). 
Listening to the radio as they did housework, women were told which products they should buy 
to look out for their family’s best interests (317); the new art of the jingle gave advertising spots 
an entertaining edge over their print siblings. With corporate sponsorship of radio programs,175 
                                                
175 For example, the sponsorship of radiotheater companies in the 1930s by businesses such as Colgate, 
Palmolive, and Toddy (Matallana 100). 
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the discourse of the self-determining consumer disseminated in advertising became even less 
differentiated from entertainment. 
Having been incorporated into Argentine life, public and private, by the mid-1930s the 
radio would become one of the anchors of mass culture in Argentina, functioning “como 
mecanismo de integración social y llegó a todos los rincones del país con una programación 
heterogénea que mostró valores y costumbres ‘universales’ combinados con elementos 
cotidianos y locales” (Matallana 19). Yet, as with other forms of mass culture, its effects on 
public and private life would be questioned by actors both within and without the cultural milieu; 
the latter, including the State and Church, would intensify their critcisms in the years after the 
1930 coup.176 Nor was the radio was exempt from criticism within the same mass-circulation 
periodicals that frequently advertised radio parts, new home radios, or technical training. In the 
sensationalist daily Crítica, for example, doubts were expressed about the journalistic integrity of 
the medium (Matallana 45-46). In other instances, the radio was yet another instance of 
dysfunctional capitalism and subpar cultural production. In the 1933 Executive Decree on the 
medium, advertising was limited by law to 100 words between each number (Matallana 46), 
revealing the conservative government’s concerns that the radio was promoting materialism.  
One satirical 1929 story in El Hogar by Julián J. Bernat, “¡Oh, la radio!… Lamentos de 
un radioescucha,” recounted how the acquisition of a radio ruined the narrator’s life. First, he is 
swindled into paying three-times the price of a quality receiver for a shoddy one (“un cachivache 
de lo peor”). Then, even after reading an “arsenal” of magazines, books, and pamphlets on radio, 
                                                
176 In the conservative climate encouraged by the military governments of the 1930s and 1940s, State 
regulations increasingly policed the contents of programs, the quantity and type of advertising, and the 
presentational style of actors and radio personalities; the Church oscillated between use of the radio as 
public forum to disseminate its morality and views on culture and politics and hostility toward the 
medium, considering it an agent of liberal ideology and bourgeois capitalism. 
On the relationship of the Catholic Church to the radio, see Matallana 133-37, 143-50. On the history 
of state regulation, see Matallana 19-21, 41-52. 
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he has to get an acquaintance to help set it up. Once the radio is operational, he barely survives 
repeated exposure to the capital’s terrible radio stations. Finally, he buys a short-wave radio, but 
it is no better: a fuzzy American broadcast and endless hellos between local radio aficionados; 
the only station he can make out clearly is a neighborhood broadcast that “ha acabado por 
hacerme aborrecible la radio.” He ends with an exhortion to readers: “Sírvate de ejemplo; huye 
de la radio como de la policía y de los asaltantes, y no te metas a etéreo, aunque te lo pida de 
rodillas toda tu familia.” Through the humor of the article, the author questions advertisers’ 
promises of an easy-to-use, endlessly entertaining new technology (Figure 8). 
 The progatonist of the 1935 play “Ya tenemos radio en casa” does not follow the advice 
of Bernat’s narrator, and suffers the consequences. The play, which premiered at the popular 
Teatro Sarmiento, centers around a family of modest means 
who are going through a rough patch. Money is tight, and 
no one seems to spend time together anymore: telephone 
calls interrupt conversations and meals, the kids are 
constantly going out to listen to the radio at the café 
window or at friends’ houses. The last straw comes when 
two of their children—unemployed Luis and romance-
hungry Lidia—skip their parents’ thirtieth anniversary 
celebration to listen to a boxing match and a favorite 
recitation. “¡Me va a comparar esa macana [the anniversary] con la pelea de hoy!” declares Luis, 
before leaving the house (6). 
To try to reunite the family, father Andrés buys a radio. Initially, the plan seems like it 
will be a success: “¡Mirálos!…” exclaims his wife, Sara. “¡Están todos en casa!… Contentos… 
Figure 8: Illustration for “¡Oh, la radio!” 
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Felices…” (12). “¡¡Bindito seas!!,” says Andrés to the radio, “¡¡Bindito seas por la alegría que 
has traído a esta casa!!” (12).177 Yet soon it becomes apparent that not only is the radio not the 
solution they had hoped for, but it actually further disrupts familial unity. Their immersion in the 
radio is such that chaos soon ensues: Sara is so distracted listening to it that, while cooking, she 
puts “las cáscaras en el colador y las papas en el suelo” (13); Andrés accidentally hits Palmira 
(their well-behaved daughter) while listening to a boxing match; Lidia becomes emotionally 
overcome when the performer whose recitations she listens to takes ill. “¡Desde que traje a la 
casa ese madito aparato, estoy hecho un perro hidrófobo! …” says Andrés. “¡Pasa lo mismo en 
todas partes,” says the daughter’s boyfriend. “Esta noche, sin ir más lejos, mi hermana no quiso 
comer porque está enfermo el mocito ese que recita…” 
Palmira’s description of the radio as “la piedra del escándalo” (18) turns out to be 
premonitory when Lidia runs off with her friend’s cousin. For the first time, Andrés begins to 
realize that the radio has not solved their family tensions, but rather distracted from them: “En 
vez de llorar ahora, hubieran abierto los ogos cuando se pasaba el día con las oregas pejadas al 
aparato ese!” Yet everyone keeps listening: in part, eager to hear their programs; in part, it 
seems, to forget about Lidia’s flight from home. They eventually track her down and she returns 
home, hoping to be welcomed back. But the damage has been done: Andrés, unforgiving, 
disowns her and breaks the radio in anger. Though it is clear that the removal of the radio from 
the house will not solve the family’s problems—Lidia’s future is uncertain (but probably not 
good), Luis has not mended his ways, and money is no less tight—it is clear that the acquisition 
of this emblem of modern home entertainment has not fulfilled the dream of a happy, 
economically secure, and upwardly mobile home. At least for the upwardly aspiring working 
                                                
177 Misspellings in this and other quotes from the play are included in the libretto as published in Nuestro 
teatro. 
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class family, subject of the play as well as its likely audience, the promises of cultured 
consumption have been, finally, revealed as illusory. 
* * * 
By the 1930s, mass culture, entertainment, and consumption had not only insinuated themselves 
into public and private life in Argentina through an expanding series of practices, but they had, 
perhaps even more importantly, become the means of linking and mediating between those 
spheres in terms of practice, discourse, and values. As we saw in the first chapter to this 
dissertation, entertainment was not just an object of consumption; rather, it was a worldview, an 
organizing metaphor for life. Thus, home consumption, too, fell under the purview of this 
banner: the constant display of private space in mass-circulation periodicals promoted models of 
taste and comportment by adopting entertaining forms. 
 Even as advertisers reimagined the home through the lens of entertainment and 
consumption, a growing numbers of plays, songs, films, and stories cautioned Argentines about 
the dangers both posed to social stability. These narratives expressed concerns that desire for 
consumer goods and the cushy lifestyle they symbolized, seen to be disseminated in places of 
entertainment like the cabaret and milonga, could lead to materialism and the disruption of 
domestic order, even in the poorest conventillos. It was a conservative moral position whose 
judgments generally landed on women, in the form of cautionary tales about Margots, 
milonguitas, and costureritas que dieron aquel mal paso seduced by men and luxury.178 These 
                                                
178 Margot was the titular character of the 1919 tango written by Celedonio Flores, with music by Carlos 
Gardel and José Razzano. The name Margot would frequently be used throughout the twenties in revue 
sketches and plays, often for characters who were, like that tango’s subject, poor girls from conventillos 
lured (by men or the promise of fame) into the world of cabaret dancing and prostitution. In the next 
chapter we will see how such tales, like tangos, often involve a measure of condemnation of these 
Margots. Examples of milonguitas, or girls who frequented the popular dance venues known as milongas, 
were the song “Pobrecita milonguita,” performed as a musical intermission in Roberto Cayol’s 1920 play 
Las luces del centro and the racy revue Los pecados de la milonguita (Teatro Florida, 18 Mar. 1927). A 
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stories reveal that the female ideal of family management would not entirely displace that of her 
guardianship of virtue; rather, Argentine women were expected to do both. Even while mass 
culture continued to promote cultured consumption as a means toward self-fulfillment and 
happiness, it also voiced concerns that some Argentines were misinterpreting its premises. 
Whether that misinterpretation led to tacky performances of wealth or misplaced dreams of 
luxury, both were seen as threats to the sanctity and stability of the Argentine family and culture. 
                                                
“muchachito milonguero” was cautioned against wasting his time pursuing luxury, women, and music 
and urged to “ayuda a tus viejos” and “buscate una novia buena / Y entregale el corazón” (Novión, El 
cabaret Montmatre). The trope of the little seamstress who lost her way originated in Evaristo Carriego’s 
poem of the same title (1913). Popular writer Josué Quesada published a story with the same title in La 
Novela Semanal (1919) and the costurerita became a silent film directed by José A. Ferreyra (1926). 
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CHAPTER 4. Success Stories and Cautionary Tales: Celebrity and the Limits of Cultural 
Democratization 
 
As the previous three chapters have explored, mass culture furthered its own expansion by 
developing and employing strategies that encouraged consumers, readers, and spectators to 
become brand loyalists, whether of publications, authors, performers, or consumer goods. Within 
this context, the purchase of an event ticket, record, periodical, book, or even home appliance 
was portrayed as the choice of a sovereign consumer who, informed about the many options 
available to them, deemed this product not only the best use of their time and money, but the best 
reflection of their values and the lifestyle to which they aspired. Consumption was the key to 
self-actualization, to the realization of one’s personality. 
 Mass culture of the period took this argument one step further: it suggested that the 
ultimate way to achieve consumer sovereignty was by becoming a producer of culture. The mass 
press reminded its readers that contributions to cultural production occurred throughout the 
production process, involving not only writers, actors, and singers, but also machinists, 
typesetters, and even the unaffiliated tipster, who sent the publication a lead on this or that news 
story. They also expanded their reporting to consumption itself, printing photographs of event-
goers and readers. By participating in mass culture in any of these ways, periodicals of the era 
suggested, consumers gained agency in relation to the culture they purchased; Crítica, for 
example, portrayed this explicitly as giving voice to the people (see Saítta, especially chapters 2 
and 4). In doing so, they reframed consumption as a sort of democratic participation, at times 
conflated (as it was in the case of Crítica) with real political action. As the organs of mass 
culture encouraged consumers to view themselves as active participants in, and potential motors 
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of, cultural production, the limits between producers and consumers of culture became the 
subject of constant blurring and redefinition. 
 In a context of increasing cultural professionalization, this transformation implied 
visibilization, where the producer, his work, or both entered the public eye. Not only were 
newsworthiness and noteworthiness contingent on the entertainment value of the subject, but 
they also functioned in mass culture as antitheses to the anonymity of metropolitan life. In other 
words, they singled out and affirmed the existence of a subject who might otherwise have been 
just another member of the crowd. As the news cycle accelerated and periodicals competed for 
audiences, the desire to see one’s name in letras de molde or one’s printed photograph now 
became not only commonplace, but increasingly possible. This was not only because 
newsworthiness was a rapidly expanding category, but also because as mass culture grew, more 
paid work in cultural production was available. The growth of publishing, theater, national 
cinema, declamation, and the radio provided further opportunities for Argentines to make a name 
for themselves through cultural production. Ideally, the symbolic capital accrued through name 
or face recognition was accompanied by the economic capital of a job well-remunerated. This 
possibility inspired countless Argentines to try their hand at writing or performing in this period. 
 The success stories of writers, performers, and cultural entrepreneurs, which became 
frequent features in mass cultural publications, further encouraged this dream: they suggested 
that it was through the mechanisms of mass culture that readers could hope to distinguish 
themselves from the masses. Through these narratives, readers could admire (and perhaps envy) 
the financial security, comfortable or even luxurious lifestyle, and public recognition by 
intellectuals or mass cultural institutions that successful cultural producers enjoyed. At the same 
time, such publicity could generate further interest in the individual in question, adding to their 
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success. The most exemplary of these figures became celebrities whose names and professional 
personas could attract regular publics.179 
 Celebrity is a mechanism of ordering society, of establishing a social hierarchy (Inglis 8): 
after all, it is predicated on the reality of certain individuals receiving—and, indeed, deserving to 
receive—more attention than others (see Marcus, “Celebrity: 2.0,” 46). Nevertheless, the 
relationship between celebrity and social aspiration is complex. On the one hand, celebrities 
model how an individual can realize his or her full potential and experience fulfillment (see 
Ponce de Leon chapter 4). On the other hand, that individual, even following the celebrity’s 
example, cannot expect to achieve the same success and recognition as the celebrity model (119). 
Because celebrity was one of the most visible means of social ascent in the new mass cultural 
dynamic, however, it became a common plot device through which narratives of social ascent 
were assessed and debated. In this period, a growing number of plays, tangos, films, and stories 
marketed toward popular and mass publics depict characters’ aspirations to become cultural 
professionals: to write, or to be a stage or screen star. These aspirations also sustained (and were 
sustained by) genres and institutions such as the self-help book and advice column, the writing 
guide, the contest (play-, song-, or screenwriting; acting, singing, or dancing), the acting or 
music academy, and the celebrity interview. 
 Nevertheless, even as the promise of becoming a cultural producer was democratized that 
democratization became subject to constant qualifications and limitations. According to the mass 
cultural narratives explored in this chapter, the democratization of fame and its advertisement as 
such has generated misplaced aspirations of success on the stage, page, or screen that often lead 
to disappointment, humiliation, financial loss, or, worst of all, the dissolution of the bourgeois 
                                                
179 Indeed, Sharon Marcus points out that because celebrity is predicated upon “the reproduction and 
circulation of the celebrity’s image, words, or voice,” “creating celebrity and disseminating it are one and 
the same” (“Celebrity, Past and Present” 3). 
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social order and family. Many of these narratives, indeed, are cautionary tales about dreams of 
fame that propose limiting the democratization of aspiration according to qualifications such as 
talent and education. Especially hard on women, immigrants, and working-class aspirants, 
cautionary tales portray creative aspirations as antithetical, in most cases, to the middle-class 
work ethic as a mode of social improvement and to the stability of the bourgeois family. They 
also implicitly claim that popular audiences were misinterpreting celebrity success stories: while 
they should have been deriving lessons about hard work, persistence, and family values from 
these stories, they were instead misreading them as quick-success guides and as endorsements of 
materialism. Even as they delimit and qualify aspiration in this way, these texts ultimately 
uphold the structural dimensions of mass culture and celebrity, such that their own success 






In one of his studies on the emergence of consumer culture in Argentina, Fernando Rocchi 
recounts the story of an advertising campaign for the Escuelas Internacionales, a US-based 
company that in the 1910s began offering correspondence courses on “how to triumph in life” to 
Argentine consumers. Initially depicting generic images of happy men who had succeeded 
thanks to the courses, according to the advertising strategy that had been effective in the US 
market, the campaign was a resounding failure. Only when the company overhauled its 
advertisements to include illustrations of illustrious individuals like Domingo Faustino 
Sarmiento, recalling his support of education, and Thomas Edison, supposedly endorsing the 
school, did Argentine consumers take note and begin investing in the product. Argentine 
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consumers had not been swayed by the image of the successful everyman; instead, it was the 
presence of renowned men that captured their trust and interest (“Inventando,” 308-309). 
This early example from the history of Argentine advertising reveals the extent to which 
Argentine consumers and readers of the period looked to the famous as role models. Within the 
oft-overwhelming realm of mass and consumer culture, these individuals were beacons whose 
notability or accomplishments stood in contrast to the anonymity and daily grind of metropolitan 
life: they represented the success ordinary Argentines dreamed to achieve. While mass-
circulation periodicals of the early twentieth century teem with success stories, celebrating the 
school graduations, promotions, anniversaries, and marriages that confirmed a middle-class 
model of success, such stories about contemporary celebrities were especially omnipresent. 
The celebrity profile was one of the favored genres through which mass-circulation 
periodicals told these stories, and creative professionals such as actors, singers, playwrights, 
artists, and authors were among their most frequent subjects. Whether in the form of 
autobiographical recollections or reporter-guided interviews, these profiles evinced reader 
hunger for their subjects’ success stories. Nor did their subjects seem to tire of telling them: 
numerous such narratives would be reprised, sometimes nearly verbatim, in the memoirs those 
celebrities published later in life. 
Such tales tended to have a defined, and easily recognizable structure: a narrativized path 
to success. The forward movement of these stories, alighting along the way upon debuts, 
setbacks, and career milestones, was generated by the climactic moment that readers knew to 
expect: the celebrity’s moment of definitive triumph, the benefits of which the subject still 
enjoyed at the time of publication. These profiles are hopeful narratives that frame adversity as a 
bump on the road to a success secured through talent, hard work, and a measure of good luck. 
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Unlike today’s celebrity journalism, that of this period rarely thrust their subjects into the 
spotlight when they were experiencing a personal or career low-point; it sought to hold the 
celebrity up as a professional example, rather than mine the salacious details of their personal life 
for public consumption. In this way, if the novelas semanales of the period were, as Beatriz Sarlo 
has argued, tales of happiness not because they have happy endings (many do not) but because 
they follow a familiar structure and validate familiar values, celebrity profiles may be thought of 
as doubly so, for they tie up their stories with happy endings by ending in medias res, within the 
successful period of the subject’s life. 
These success stories are made accessible to the reader through both the style of reporting 
and the representation of their celebrity subjects. In contrast with the primarily didactic 
biographies of the previous period, the celebrity profile as it had emerged by the 1890s sought to 
“allow readers to see celebrities ‘as they really are’—as ‘living men and women.’ The profile 
writer’s task was to portray his subjects so vividly that ‘we shall feel as if we had actually met 
them face to face’ ” (Ponce de Leon 57). One of the ways in which journalists did this was by 
including, in their published profiles, the scene of the interview, in which the journalist was 
granted access to the interviewee’s workspace, a hotel suite or discreetly located table at a 
restaurant or club, or, most often, as we saw in the previous chapter, the celebrity’s home, where 
they were believed to be their most authentic self. Despite the exceptionalness of their public 
lives and careers, celebrities were portrayed as individuals whose hobbies, devotion to their 
families, and values were not so different from the readers’ own.180 
                                                
180 On the history of this genre, see Ponce de Leon, Chapter 2, especially 56-65. 
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Syndication and the influence of Hollywood made success stories international, allowing 
Argentines to read about the American and European stars they saw on local film screens.181 
These included child star Jackie Coogan, who debuted on stage at age three; French film actor 
Charles de Rochefort, a disinherited count who went from making twenty-five francs monthly 
for his first acting job to earning a thousand dollars weekly; star actress Betty Compson, a 
Catholic girl from Salt Lake City who made her way from the vaudeville stage to starring in and 
producing Hollywood films; silent-era star Cullen Landis, who worked his way up from film-lot 
jack-of-all-trades to propman, director, and leading man.182 Though part of the allure of the 
celebrity has always been his or her exceptionalness,183 many profiles threaded together unlikely 
breaks and stepping stones to fame without comment, such that it seemed like they might 
materialize for readers, too. When these were foreign stars who had come to work in Hollywood, 
it planted the idea that this could, perhaps, be possible for Argentine aspirants. 
This did not mean that local successes were to be disdained; indeed, these stories showed 
the development of the Argentine cultural sphere. Argentine periodicals printed frequent profiles 
of local celebrities who, often, had risen above humble beginnings to achieve success. A 1921 
interview with the actress and singer Lola Membrives, conducted by Juan José de Soiza Reilly at 
a luxury hotel in Santa Fe, condensed this story in its title: “De la peluquería al teatro.” Raised in 
the back apartment of her father’s hole-in-the-wall barbershop, the young Lola so impressed 
clients with her patriotic poetry recitations and Spanish songs that her parents enrolled her in the 
                                                
181 On the syndication of celebrity profiles, see Ponce de Leon 79-82. 
 
182 The articles mentioned here are “La real y verdadera historia de mi vida,” “Una entrevista con el rival 
de Rodolfo Valentino,” “Betty Compson,” “El paradojal destino de las estrellas,” “Como llegó Cullen 
Landis a ser actor de cine.” 
 
183 See Joseph Roach, It, which analyzes the unquantifiable attraction celebrities exert on publics. Sharon 
Marcus complicates this notion of attraction in her four theses on celebrity in “Celebrity 2.0,” as does 
Karen Tongson in her article on karaoke and pop stardom. 
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conservatory run by renowned composer Alberto Williams. She got her big break, an 
omnipresent trope in celebrity profiles, when La Nación theater critic Enrique Frexas heard her 
sing and recite at the conservatory, catalyzing a sequence of events that culminated in her lauded 
debut as a tiple at La Comedia.184 Twenty years later, she had become a respected actress and 
singer who had not only triumphed on Spanish and Argentine stages, but also become a happy 
wife and mother. In his transcription of his subject’s answers, Soiza Reilly allows Membrives’s 
deployment of details to render her life relatable to readers: the streets of her childhood 
neighborhood, the description of her father’s barbershop, a verse from the poem she recited for 
her father’s customer as a child, her excitement upon learning that she would debut at the 
Comedia, her professed love and respect for her mother and children. Even as readers may find 
themselves captivated by Membrives’s electric personality, they are left with the impression that 
she may not be that different from them in what matters; her celebrity feels within reach. 
Syndication and the circulation of foreign publications in Argentina did, however, mean 
that Argentina was in frequent contact with the tropes of celebrity journalism from abroad. In his 
book on the rise of American celebrity journalism, Charles Ponce de Leon proposes the notion of 
“true success” as the guiding narrative of early twentieth-century celebrity profiles. True success, 
according to his formulation, refers to the achievement of personal growth and individual 
autonomy in the face of threats to self-knowledge and authenticity—which celebrities, due to the 
pressures of public life, were especially vulnerable to (139, 111-12). Furthermore, though 
celebrity success stories endorsed the value of industriousness, perseverance, and will power, 
they promoted a new model of self-development: rather than “the classic bourgeois regimen of 
self-mastery, which built ‘character’ and allowed individuals to achieve a higher level of moral 
                                                
184 Ponce de Leon notes that this trope of the lucky break likely emerged out the dime novel (111). 
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development” (113), this model argued that “personal efficiency,” or achieving one’s full 
potential through “a program of self-improvement designed to bring out latent traits that might 
prove useful, paying attention to physical health, and cultivating self-confidence and 
personality,” was the key to self-actualization and happiness (118-119). Celebrity profiles, thus, 
did advise readers on how to live their lives, but not with the goal of achieving the extraordinary 
visibility and wealth that celebrities enjoyed (111); rather, they promoted an ideal of true success 
through which ordinary Americans might experience happiness and fulfillment by realizing their 
individual potential (119, 139). Around the 1920s, this narrative began to circulate in Argentina, 
through reprints of American celebrity profiles, advertisements, and advice literature. 
The ideal of true success, of course, would take a different form in this context. We can 
see this in a profile of the composer Juan de Dios Filiberto, whom Caras y Caretas interviewed 
at his happy home in La Boca alongside his charming children (De la Fuente). The magazine 
portrays Filiberto as a musician by vocation who, through hard work, was able to parlay a 
childhood love of music into a successful career. At age nine, Filiberto walked thirty blocks each 
way from La Boca to a job that earned him a mere peso daily; as a teenager, he worked as a 
salesman, stevedore, and stoker. Until this point, indeed, his story could have been that of many 
other working-class Argentines. Filiberto was given his first musical instrument, a guitar, by an 
English sailor, and with it learned to play by ear. Having befriended other young bohemians, he 
soaked up their knowledge of literature, art, and music, and “llegó . . . a modelar su personalidad 
artística” (4). He began to study music, first with private teachers, then, thanks to a scholarship, 
at Alberto Williams’ conservatory. In other words, Filiberto, aided by a lucky break (the gifted 
guitar), had the self-knowledge to pursue his innate musical ability, until others recognized and 
rewarded his skill. It was the tale of a self-made man, but one whose commercial and critical 
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success as one of the “kings of tango” had not brought him fortune; rather, it had yielded 
something greater: dedication to his children and to his art. In fact, as the reporter portrays him, 
his disinterest in money is just another facet of his bohemian personality contributing to the 
authenticity of his musical production. This was what it meant to be a true artist: valuing one’s 
art over material possessions. Filiberto, however, does this in his own Argentine way: not as a 
stubbornly independent individualist, but, instead, with the sensibility and heartfelt melancholy 
of a tango protagonist. 
Julio Escobar’s “Mi primer estreno,” published in Caras y Caretas in 1918, highlights the 
importance of hard work and perseverance in achieving creative aspirations even as it celebrates 
the thrills of artistic recognition. The article is emblematic of a new autobiographical subgenre in 
celebrity reporting, in which the subject recounted anecdotes from his or her own career.185 As its 
title suggests, Escobar’s piece narrates the story of his theatrical debut: it has ups and downs, an 
all-is-lost moment, and an eventual happy ending that the reader, knowing Escobar as the 
successful playwright he was at the time of publication, knew to expect. He recounts how his 
first play, a comedy, was rejected for being dull, and his next effort, a drama, for being too silly. 
He threw himself into his day job, theater criticism, telling himself that playwriting is “un arte 
inferior” (In retrospect, he muses that “en el fondo de cada crítico amargado hay una comedia 
inédita…”) (53), but he cannot stay away for long. The resulting sainete, pseudonymously 
written, goes into production. A series of mishaps and obstacles during the rehearsal process 
culminates in an all-is-lost moment on the eve of the premiere, but despite the inauspicious signs, 
the play is immediately a success. In Escobar’s story, the playwright cannot avoid his writerly 
vocation, and perseveres until it has yielded a successful debut. 
                                                
185 Ponce de Leon points out that these articles were often ghost-written by the celebrity’s publicity or a 
close journalistic associate (64), but in this case it is safe to assume that Escobar, a playwright and 
journalist himself, wrote this piece personally. 
 
  223 
The article, however, calls into question Escobar’s judgment of his own writerly ability. 
This tension is set up at the beginning of the text, when Escobar opens with a warning against 
misplaced literary ambitions:   
Dicen en España que todo habitante tiene un drama bajo el brazo. Aquí puede repetirse el 
decir agregando que todo habitante tiene un sainete. Y a veces una comedia, una revista y 
un boceto de película… Y esa «grippe» literaria asume proporciones de siniestro 
tratándose de gentes que esgrimen la pluma como profesionales… Revisad los escritorios 
o las cajas de botines de los miembros de una redacción. Os explicaréis la crisis de 
papel… ¿Quién no comete una obra de teatro aquí donde es más fácil estrenar una 
comedia que un traje?… (53) 
Immediately, however, the critical authority Escobar employs in this lambast against excessive 
democratization is undermined as he admits that he, too, was one of these young journalists who 
came down with “literary fever.” 
Pasa con el teatro lo que con el toreo. Uno ve una corrida y ante los lances de capote, 
espada y banderillas, dice para sí: «¡Eso lo hago yo! ¡Si es más complicado bailar un 
foxtrot!»… Lo mismo ocurre ante un sainete. Su confección parece una cosa tan fácil 
como que a uno lo atropelle un auto en Esmeralda y Corrientes… Sale un prójimo de ver 
una comedia nacional y lo primero que se lo ocurre es exclamar: ¡Qué makana! Lo 
segundo… escribir otra igual. (53) 
Indeed, by telling the reader that he was one of these writers, Escobar does not portray his path to 
success as being sparked by introspection and self-awareness, but rather by naïveté: by his own 
lack of understanding of the challenge of playwriting. 
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 This tension between critical distance and a lack of perspective only increases over the 
course of the article. Though the tale is being told by an older, ostensibly wiser Escobar, he slips 
into earnestness when reminiscing about his career milestones, such as the premiere of his debut: 
¡Aún recuerdo la lectura, el ensayo, el estreno!… Olvidaré mis siete amores verdaderos; 
el día de cobrar mis sueldos en «Ultima Hora»; un pisotón que me dieron en un baile en 
el «Tigre Hotel»; todo lo grave de mi vida, no las zozobras de mi pobre corazón en aquel 
periodo, ¡Qué de «llopins [sic] the loops» hicieron mis sentimientos entonces! (53) 
Escobar’s tongue-in-cheek tone, rather than undermining the importance of the experience, 
integrates it into the realm of entertainment, as if it is a key moment in a film that will eventually 
have a happy ending. Indeed, he describes this life-changing moment with a wink to popular 
entertainment that the readership of Caras y Caretas, aficionados of the much-promoted Parque 
Japonés, can well understand: it felt like riding a rollercoaster. Furthermore, not only do readers 
know that he eventually will triumph, but they are encouraged to view that triumph as a 
milestone more significant than true love, a first job, or a public humiliation. When the play was 
well-received, Escobar recounts, he did not hesitate to reveal his authorship, “¡No fuera a ocurrir 
que por no conocer el autor me perdiera el monumento!” (54). Though now he knows that the 
play was, in fact, mediocre, and believes that its success was due to pure luck (“Providencia”), 
his narrative, skillfully plotted, not only draws the reader into the drama of his path to success, 
but makes it seem as though he might be entranced by his own success story as well. 
 In fact, the acknowledged mediocrity of the play makes his success feel even more 
accessible to the reader. In fact, he says that it was its low quality that spared him from criticism: 
if every bitter critic has an unpublished play in him, then it is the commercially successful plays 
(he here argues) rather than the inoffensively second-rate ones that attract their jealousy, and 
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therefore their critical ire. In a way, this makes his successful debut feel within reach: it is 
mediocre works, rather than works of genius, that are more likely to yield positive results. And 
what reader would feel himself incapable of producing a mediocre play? With the possibility of 
it opening the door to a career like Escobar’s, what was there to lose by trying? 
Despite the guiding authority of this older, established Escobar, who would have the 
reader believe that he can speak objectively about his debut and career, the unreliable voice of 
his youthful ambition filters through the article. Even as he tears into excess democratization and 
makes fun of his youthful ego, his eventual success offers readers hope that they, too, will be the 
exception to the rule: that they, like Escobar, have writing in their blood and that they, too, will 
meet with triumph. In the end, the mass cultural narrative about the democratization of aspiration 
remains intact, another success story that readers would hope to make their own. 
 
 
Make Your Own Success Story 
 
 
This period saw the popularization of a variety of practices that promised Argentines 
opportunities to make such dreams a reality. One of these were contests, which suggested that 
public recognition was one of the primary rewards of cultural production. The contest format in 
Argentina was pioneered in the advertising industry, as companies, largely cigarette 
manufacturers, invited readers to send in vouchers collected from packaging in return for prizes 
or raffle tickets, often cash or plots of land. As this sales strategy was proven successful, it was 
adopted by more companies, who offered an ever greater variety of prizes to attract consumers: 
furniture, home appliances and fixtures, clothing, jewelry, beauty products, etc. As Fernando 
Rocchi has observed, contests made consumption into a collective game, through which the 
consumer was encouraged to trust and feel affection toward the brand in question (“Inventando” 
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311). Periodicals jumped on the bandwagon, organizing contests that rewarded individuals for 
regularly reading specific sections or the publication as a whole.186 
As mass culture expanded, these contests turned their attention to entertainments such as 
theater, music, and film. Theaters and cinemas partnered with local businesses to enter ticket-
buyers into raffles for prizes such as jewelry and using the raffles themselves to attract patrons to 
the theater. Magazines and newspapers polled readers on their favorite Argentine and Hollywood 
film stars, encouraging readers to see themselves as participants in a democratic system of 
popular consecration through which they, too, could achieve fame and fortune. The daily paper 
Crítica made such polls regular features in its newly inaugurated film section in 1919, asking 
readers about their favorite actors, production companies, films, and cinemas, as well as quizzing 
readers on Hollywood stars for a chance to win a box at the Smart Palace cinema and three 
pounds sterling, donated by the Sociedad General Cinematográfica and Fox Film (Saítta 100). 
Periodicals both general and subject-specific also publicized and reported on a growing 
number of local contests that fomented Argentines’ dreams of earning money or achieving 
stardom as playwrights, short story writers, lyricists, screenwriters, actors, or dancers. These 
contests combined advertising strategies with the examination practices used in arts 
conservatories to distribute certifications and year-end prizes, adapting them to the realm of mass 
culture: Most obviously, the hopefuls did not have to have formal training, or even prior 
experience—though talent was ideal. Indeed, while a conservatory exam was structured as the 
culminating point of a year of hard work, this preparation was not necessarily visible in a contest. 
Furthermore, the genres involved were not classical music or theater, but rather sainetes and 
other one-act plays, novelas semanales, payadas, tangos, and films. The idea of an expert jury, 
                                                
186 For example: the contests organized by UH in its “Femeninas” section in 1929, that asked readers to 
create a pithy sentence by underlining words on the page and mailing it in to the newspaper. 
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the students’ teachers at a conservatory, became a panel of “intellectuals” or “persons of good 
taste,” but might also be comprised of members of the editorial staff at a newspaper or be 
dispensed with entirely through audience-voted or applauded prize distribution. Finally, if a 
conservatory exam validated the work of that institution and its teachers, a contest served 
institutions primarily through their ability to attract paying customers to a theater or publication. 
Nevertheless, both conservatory students and contest entrants could hope for a star-making 
performance that would secure them further attention and paying gigs.187 
Though a win was contingent on the quality of the entrant, whether in the eyes of an 
expert panel or a broader audience, in a pool of many qualified entries the triumph of the winner 
might result from a lucky break. Luck, thus, did not invalidate the necessity of hard work and 
talent, but it was often necessary to convert them into public recognition. Furthermore, as we saw 
in the previous chapter, the possibility of a lucky win in a raffle or contest incentivized 
consumption, encouraging Argentines to buy more cigarettes or magazines to increase their 
chances of their ticket being chosen. Like raffles, writing and performing contests often served 
an advertising function for the periodical. 
The organizers of these contests, indeed, portrayed them as public services that promoted 
national culture by creating opportunities for aspiring writers or performers to break into the 
industry and improve it with their contributions. In 1914, Crítica announced a playwriting 
contest that aimed to help authors “combatir la apatía de las empresas” and give authors, 
“noveles y conocidos, una oportunidad más para batirse en lucha franca y con el objetivo de un 
triunfo y una utilidad” (“Dramas, comedias y sainetes”). Unfortunately, according to the jury—
                                                
187 For insight into these conservatory examination practices, see La Quena, the magazine published by 
the Conservatory of Music of Buenos Aires, starting in 1919. For an example of the language used to 
appeal to audience tastes in such contests, see Sarlo’s discussion of one such contest in El Cuento 
Ilustrado (El imperio 81). 
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David Peña, Vicente Martínez Cuitiño, Roberto Cayol, Víctor Guillot, Manuel Ugarte, José León 
Pagano, and Julio Sánchez Gardel—none of the entries were worthy of production (Saítta 154). 
The newspaper professed an even more ambitious goal in their fourth film contest, announced in 
1921: the production of a feature-length film, financed by Botana, whose cast would consist of 
novice actors, culled from the newspaper’s readership. Not only did they affirm that 
“quienquiera que usted sea, lector amigo, puede usted debutar como artista cinematográfico,” but 
they conceived it as a shared “deber de prestar nuestra colaboración decidida a la naciente 
industria cinematográfica nacional” (“4o concurso,” 8 Apr. 1921).188 Though it is unclear 
whether the film was actually made, the contest was a success in terms of reader participation: 
over the course of the following months, the newspaper received over one thousand entries and 
further portrayed itself as a tireless promoter of the national film industry, publishing 
informational articles about the history of film and announcing its intention to inaugurate a free 
acting academy to prepare the actors for their roles (“La academia gratuita”).189 
                                                
188 They reaffirmed this conviction in a reprint of the contest rules later that month: “¡Ojalá el presente 
concurso contribuya a despertar en el público la afición por la cinematografía nacional! Su esplendor sería 
altamente beneficioso para todos los habitantes de la República. Todos están, por lo tanto, obligados a 
prestar a la cinematografía nacional, su apoyo más decidido” (“4o concurso,” 19 Apr. 1921). 
 
189 Per Silvia Saítta, one of its stars, Gloria Grat, would go on to act in two other films (120). 
Figure 9: Film academy advertisement (10 May 1921: 3). World Newspaper Archive 
 













 Botana’s paper was not alone in so portraying itself. In 1929, Última Hora, then 
wrapping up a “patriotic” project of publishing the photos and biographies of national film 
actors, directors, and other industry professionals for the “engradecimiento de nuestra industria 
cinematográfica” (“A los actores”), published a brief note about an aspiring character actor who 
had come to its offices seeking work and publicity. Obligingly, the newspaper published his 
photo and contact information (“Una foto”). Both Crítica and Última Hora suggested that it was 
not the individual entrant who created the circumstances necessary for their lucky break; rather, 
readers should look to institutions, here the newspaper, to generate this opportunity. 
Newspapers were not the only cultural institutions that sought to bolster their public 
image and expand their cultural and economic reach through the organization of contests. In 
1924, entrepreneur Max Glücksmann inaugurated a tango contest under the auspices of his 
Figure 10: 4o Concurso Cinematográfico entry form (10 May 
1921: 3). World Newspaper Archive 
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record label, Discos Nacional, regularly advertised as supplying “la expresión más genuina del 
canto y la música criollas” (3 Oct. 1925). The Discos Nacional contests, which would run 
through 1930 and come to occasionally include other genres such as the shimmy (1925), waltz 
(1930), and ranchera (1930), unified the various pieces of Glücksmann’s entertainment empire: 
the contests were staged at his Teatro Gran Splendid (though in later years they would take place 
at other theaters owned by Glücksmann), with the participation of musicians signed to his label, 
and broadcast on his Radio Grand Splendid (founded in 1924); and the winning songs were 
recorded and released by his label, which advertised them as prizewinners from the contest. Not 
only did these contests offer significant prize money to winners (a total of $2,000 the first year 
and $3,150 the second), but they also guaranteed that the names and faces of the winners and 
their songs would become household names (if they weren’t already) through the subsequent 
Discos Nacional advertisements, which appeared in massively read publications like Caras y 
Caretas and Mundo Argentino.190 Glücksmann also promised spectators the thrill of choosing the 
winning songs themselves: as the Discos Nacional ads preceding the contests announced, “el 
público eligirá por votación los mejores tangos” (9 Aug. 1924). In this way, as Matthew Karush 
points out, the contests “provided Glücksmann with a sort of ‘focus group’ to test the market 
potential of new compositions” and, thus confirmed through vote, the company “could assure the 
public of the popularity of its records even before they went on sale” (46-47). If a song was 
advertised as a contest winner, then the consumer already knew that he or she was likely to enjoy 
it. Furthermore, consumers felt as if they had contributed their opinion to the selection, as if in a 
democratic vote.191 
                                                
190 Though many of the winners were well-known already, the contests also popularized new composers. 
Perhaps most notably, teenage Cátulo Castillo, son of playwright José González Castillo, who was 
runner-up in 1924 for “Organito de la tarde.” For more on the trajectory of this song, see chapter two. 
191 Tongson explores a present-day permutation of this practice: reality television singing contests. 
 
  231 
Predictably, critics did not always react positively to the results of such contests. This 
was the case with the playwriting contest organized by the Teatro Nacional in December 1916, at 
the height of the género chico. The organizers received 254 one-act entries, of which over twenty 
would be produced that summer. Though the majority of the plays were, according to La Nación, 
“toleradas o aplaudidas” (Rev. of El hijo), critical disapproval was nearly unanimous. La Nación 
declared that “todo ello no viene a ser sino un pueril fárrago de imitaciones, de caricaturas y de 
inepcias,” and La Vanguardia that the “obras puestas en escena hasta la fecha     . . . son 
absolutamente malas” (Rev. of El zarpazo). The worst part, for La Nación, was the 
“industrialismo sin escrúpulos” of “ciertos ‘maestros’ nacionales,” who “saquean con idéntica 
impavidez” from existing songs to put music to the plays. El Diario launched a similar criticism 
against the contest itself, calling it “el exponente de la grafomanía de peor clase y peor gusto” 
and recommending that such events be called off if the submissions prove to be unworthy of the 
actors’ and audience’s time (Rev. of Teatro Nacional). When the Teatro Argentino organized 
another sainete-writing contest two years later, there seems to have been little improvement in 
the quality of entries, despite organizers’ insistence (in their call for submissions, published in La 
Escena) that the jury would be composed of “personas de cimentada reputación intelectual” and 
the creation of separate categories for debut and non-debut authors (Conservatorio “La 
Armonía”). Crítica’s reporter went so far as to suggest that the contest and its plays were crimes 
against theater (“el concurso que actualmente se ‘comete’ en el Teatro Argentino”; “las obras 
que en él se ejecutan”) (Curioso Parlante). 
For these critics, these contests represent the dark side of the literary “fever” Escobar 
gently criticized in his success story: the belief that every Argentine has a sainete in him. If 
Escobar had succumbed to this ailment of democratization, at least he had the talent and good 
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taste to produce, after a few false starts, watchable plays. Contests, however, not only 
encouraged talentless and tasteless hacks to humor their own writerly ambitions in search of 
fame and fortune, but they turned a blind eye to plagiarism by professional musicians. The 
resulting works wasted time, disgraced the art of theater, and violated intellectual property rights. 
These contests, in short, were seen as another manifestation of the industrialization of theater, 
which threatened its survival as an art form. 
* * * 
Celebrity profiles and contests helped further popularize creative dreams by familiarizing 
Argentines with narratives of success and encouraging readers and spectators to see themselves 
as possible protagonists of such narratives. Though these genres modeled career paths that 
aspirants to cultural success and fame might attempt to emulate and suggested to the Argentine 
public of the period that stardom dreams could be achieved through a combination of hard work, 
talent, and luck, they also sketched out those qualities as limits to aspiration. Nevertheless, the 
guidance they offered was mostly implicit. Even as Argentines consumed success stories, they 
had also begun to seek out more practical advice that would help them embark on their own 
artistic journeys. The task of offering such advice would be taken up by a growing number of 
manuals and how-to guides that promised to reveal the secrets of artistic success. 
 
 
Writing Manuals and How-To Guides 
 
 
By the early twentieth century, the incorporation of writing into mass culture and the emergence 
of the professional writer had, unsurprisingly, inspired writerly dreams in many Argentines. So 
omnipresent was this aspiration that when the humorist Roberto Gache published his book of 
chronicles Glosario de la farsa urbana in 1920, he simply titled the prologue: “Nosotros 
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también…” The complete sentence was, as the reader would have suspected: “Nosotros también 
vamos a escribir un libro.” With his wry confession that “somos de esa gente ingenua y vulgar 
que, de aburrida y pequeña, se decide un día a escribir un libro,” Gache ridicules a phenomenon 
that had become so widespread that, as he remarks parenthetically, “solamente no los escriben 
aquellos que no pueden pagarlos. Con una mejor repartición de la riqueza, habría muchos más 
libros publicados en el mundo. Habría, así, muchos menos hombres aburridos en el mundo.” 
Despite Gache’s closing affirmation that “hemos puesto estas frases triviales, melancólicas y 
tristes que es costumbre poner al principio de los libros,” it is clear to the reader, having read the 
author’s sardonic trivialization of novel-writing, that his “nosotros también” is not just the usual 
mea culpa; rather, it makes fun of the very aspiration that its author is here bringing to fruition. 
In response to all of those us toos, the period saw an expansion of the advice discourse 
not only to discuss professional writing in the new cultural dynamic but also to address new mass 
cultural forms such as film and radio. This discourse proliferated in how-to articles and books as 
well as advice columns and reader response sections in periodicals, where journalists and cultural 
professionals offered writing or acting advice and explained to readers how to break into their 
desired field. Yet even as this discourse promoted the democratization of cultural production, it 
also limited it by articulating a series of rules and standards by which cultural aspirants should 
abide. These standards, as we will see in this and the following section, on declamation, tended 
to focus on the idea of talent and mastery of the Spanish language. Over the course of the period, 
the tension between democratization and delimitation would become not only a question of the 
relationship between art and industry, but also between art and politics. 
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Caras y Caretas was an early cultivator of the advice discourse in the Argentine mass cultural 
milieu. Though the magazine offered advice on a variety of topics over the course of its forty-
year existence, the most long-lasting and iconic of these features was “Correo sin estampilla,” 
which ran regularly between 1899 and 1914 and again between 1918 and 1922.192 “Correo sin 
estampilla” responded to readers who had submitted writing samples, usually poetry or articles, 
for publication. Though over the years the section would include occasional responses to other 
types of queries, writing submissions continued to predominate. 
Addressed to readers by initials or first name and town, these responses were pithy and, 
as one would expect, overwhelmingly critical: perhaps one reader per issue might receive 
encouragement (improvement since a prior submission), an invitation to submit further pieces, or 
a request to publish. The replies tear apart poor syntax, rhyme, meter, and spelling, or equally as 
often, florid, clunky, clichéd, boring, or cursi writing. The identification of specific errors in 
reader writing, such as when the magazine told one reader that “es usted la única persona que ha 
visto llover con b larga” (9 Dec. 1899), functioned as an informal writerly education that would 
have helped readers recognize errors in their own writing (the substitution of b for v being, of 
course, a common spelling error in Spanish). This education was not only technical, but 
professional: it created guidelines for attitude (a writer should show humility and be patient) and 
behavior (plagiarism was unacceptable). By publishing their criticisms, the magazine helped 
demystify the submission process: hopeful writers could know what the magazine, a powerful 
cultural arbiter of the period, considered to be cheesy, passé, or tacky; or, alternatively, what 
writing style or topics, though perhaps admirable, might not be the best fit for the magazine. 
                                                
192 On this section, see Rogers, chapter 7, especially 297-309. 
 






Figure 11: Correo sin estampilla: 28 Sept. 1901: 44; 2 Sept. 1905: 54; 29 Apr. 1922: 125; 18 Jan. 1919: 3; 10 July 1909: 84; 21 
Aug. 1908: 84; 29 Apr. 1922: 125; 2 Dec. 1911: 118; 27 July 1912: 112; 3 Apr. 1920: 3. Biblioteca Nacional de España. 
 
In addition to providing specific criticisms and suggestions, the magazine also offered general 
advice to readers about how to improve their craft. 
Whether the response was positive or negative, receiving any response at all guaranteed 
the reader the thrill of seeing him or herself appear in the magazine. Because responses rarely 
addressed readers by their full names, identifying oneself or one’s acquaintances in the section 
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might have become something of a game—Could it be? Is it? Yes it is! Winning or losing, 
however, was not necessarily contingent on the tenure of the response, for the most critical 




Figure 12: Correo sin estampilla 7 Mar. 1908: 84; 21 June 1919: 3; 11 Feb. 1922: 126; 5 June 1909: 94; 9 Dec. 1899: 32; 30 June 
1900: 33. 
In other words, a tear-down could be nearly as much a reward as a positive response; it certainly 
had greater entertainment value. Indeed, in this way, the magazine instilled in its readers the 
conviction that “negative publicity is better than no publicity at all.” (Though it is likely that 
most readers submitted work in earnest, I like to imagine that some sent in atrocious writing 
samples to see what entertaining reaction they might provoke, and that, if they got a response, 
gleefully shared the result with their friends and family, going: “This one is me!”). 
In numerous responses, the section transposed the faults of the writing onto the writers 
themselves:  
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Figure 13: Correo sin estampilla: 27 July 1912: 112; 7 Mar. 1908: 84. 
In another memorable barb, the magazine associated markers of bad writing with a certain type 
of individual: “Poncho Gris. — Cañuelas. — En el Manual del Perfecto Escritor hay un artículo 
que dice: ‘Escribe con mala letra, pero no seas guarango’ ” (9 Dec. 1899). The greater sin 
committed by this writer was not his bad spelling, but his lack of class; by using the word 
guarango, the magazine suggested that his tastelessness revealed his low social status, an 
association that would become a common trope in mass culture of the following decades to 
signal that an aspirant was unqualified to become a producer of culture. Through such responses, 
the magazine acted as a cultural gatekeeper that not only barred bad writing from publication, but 
in doing so, suggested that cultural production was a privilege from which certain types of 
individuals should be excluded: those who were unintelligent, uneducated, taste-deficient, or 
immodest. Some of these faults could be extirpated through practice and education; others could 
not. 
 Even as “Correo sin estampilla” imposed limits on the democratization of cultural 
production in these ways, the longevity of the section suggests that many readers imagined that 
they would beat the odds and become one of the few invited to publish their work in the 
magazine. Failing that, at least they might see their name in print for a memorable rejection. 
 
By the 1910s, the expansion of Argentine journalism and publishing projects, which made both 
an increasing variety of periodicals and inexpensive books available to the reading public, meant 
that many more Argentines were not only reading in their leisure time, but aspiring to write as 
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well. In July 1916, the monthly magazine Plus Ultra published a satirical piece by Antonio 
Cañamaque called “Yo quiero publicar un libro.” Cañamaque’s protagonist is a man who feels 
“un deseo fuerte, enérgico, rotundo, obsesionante” to publish a book, despite the fact that, 
according to him, no one reads anything but war telegrams, the police blotter, and court 
proceedings anymore. There is, however, a bigger obstacle to his goal: he has nothing to say. 
Nevertheless, he describes his planned book at length: the cover, including “mi nombre con 
letras que nadie pueda leer, para conservar el misterio” and “el título de la obra, también con 
caracteres ilegibles, detalle importantísimo, porque, ahora, todo lo que es confuso tiene signo de 
distinción;” the copyright page, though he has no idea “que [sic] depósito es ese que marca la 
ley;”193 the dedication page, which he’ll call “Pórtico” after the trendy Greek style; possible titles 
(he is leaning toward “Arte-facto”); the font and page layout (“bastante margen, mucho margen, 
de modo que las páginas se pasen muy rápidamente”); the list of errors, which “si por casualidad 
no las hubiera, las haremos después, porque un libro que carece de fe de erratas revela poco 
esmero, y que no se ha repasado;” his committment to using obscure words that “han de entrar 
quieran que no, pues con ellos ganaré fama de suficiencia.” For the protagonist of Cañamaque’s 
article, the book was a mere object (artifact), whose contents were less important than the 
paratextual elements that confirmed its insertion into a cultural marketplace that could confer 
both symbolic and economic capital upon its creator. 
Though the article clearly portrays this approach to book publishing as ridiculous, it was 
not so far off from the perspective espoused by Argentina’s biggest literary bestseller of the 
period: Gustavo Martínez Zuviría. In 1931 when Martínez Zuviría, better known by his 
                                                
193 “Yo no sé que depósito es ese que marca la ley, pero ha de ser algo muy importante, porque lo tienen 
todos los libros. ¿No será una garantía, en efectivo, para responder de los daños y perjuicios que pueda 
ocasionar, como obra literaria, al desprevenido lector? En fin, pronto saldré de dudas, porque pienso 
preguntarle a un amigo que es procurador y ahora reparte ‘La Nación’, por la mañana.” 
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pseudonym Hugo Wast, published his memoir and writing manual Confidencias de un novelista, 
he claimed to have almost one million copies of over twenty-five books in print, not counting the 
translations of his novels into nine languages. Even adjusting for exaggeration,194 Wast was not 
only one of the most prolific but also one of the bestselling Argentine writers of the period, and 
as we saw in the second chapter, the first national writer to explicitly fashion himself into an 
authorial brand in the mass cultural marketplace. When Confidencias de un novelista appeared, 
Wast had been co-awarded the third-place Premio Nacional de Literatura in 1924 and the first 
prize in 1925, for Desierto de piedra; and if some derisively attributed his win to the cultural 
influence of the church,195 it was clear that Wast had triumphed if not over the cultural elite, then 
certainly over the pocketbooks of Argentine consumers. Wast was a familiar figure not only 
through his omnipresent novels, but also through the short fiction he published in serials such as 
La Novela Semanal and his La Novela del Día, his contributions to Catholic publications, the 
advertisements he took out in popular periodicals, and journalistic profiles of him, like the one 
published in Caras y Caretas in 1921. In his non-pseudonymous capacity, he had just been 
named Director of the National Library by the military government, a position he would hold 
until his dismissal by Perón in 1954. Within the mass cultural context of the period, there would 
have been few people better positioned to give expert advice on how to make it as a writer than 
Wast. 
Confidencias de un novelista is divided into seven parts, the first four of which are novel-
writing manual and the final three anecdotes from Wast’s own career: The Architecture of 
                                                
194 María Teresa Gramuglio, citing unnamed sources, puts his production at over a million copies in print 
by the mid-1950s (465). 
 
195 This was the argument of the literary magazine Nosotros, which said that only the cultural influence of 
the church could explain how work of such low artistic merit (“un fácil arte narrativo, accesible a las 
masas por obra de las tiradas numerosas” characterized by “endebles y utilitarios aspectos folletinescos”) 
could have been recognized (qtd. in Gramuglio 466). 
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Novels, The Composition of Novels, The Novelist in His Workshop, Morals in Art and 
Especially in Novels, The Novel of My First Novel, Twenty-Five Years Later, My First 
Royalties. The how-to sections lay out the basics for a novice writer whose literary ambitions 
might have been sparked by Wast’s own novels and success. “Novela es una representación de la 
vida, mediante descripciones de ambiente y pintura de caracteres,” he explains to open “Qué es 
novela,” the second subsection of the first chapter (12). Novels, he goes on, may be sorted into 
three general categories: idea-driven, setting or character-driven, or plot-driven (14). Beyond 
these formal classifications, he also describes the qualities of a good novel: it should bring local 
color to life (“lo único que nos da base para ser realmente originales” [38]); it should be written 
in the most straightforward (transparente) language possible, prioritizing plot and character arc 
over style (211-13);196 it should teach morality not by sermonizing, but by showing the 
temptation of evil and its dangerous consequences (142-64).197 “Esa es la verdadera gloria de un 
escritor,” Wast concludes, “saber que sus obras han hecho bien entre los hombres” (160). 
Though his simplifications, Wast creates a novelistic metadiscourse oriented toward 
Argentine readers who lacked an extensive formal education in literature. Unlike rhetorical 
treatises on novel-writing, “dignas del mayor respeto” but “difíciles de retener y de muy rara 
aplicación” (10, 95), his book proposes to be (with a dose of false modesty) more akin to “las 
                                                
196 “El estilo como lenguaje, es una cualidad secundaria. Si es realmente muy bello, puede tener valor 
propio y ser irremplazable en una antología. Pero si en virtud del excesivo artificio o ingenio forma 
cuerpo aparte de la obra, aunque sea inimitable, será un mal estilo, como sería un mal cristal para el 
escaparate de una tienda un cristal todo cincelado, aún por el mágico cincel de Cellini …. El mejor estilo, 
no digo para un ensayo, ni para una fantasía, sino para una novela, es el que se interpone como un cristal 
purísimo entre el lector y el argumento” (212). In other words, overly florid prose, even if clever, could 
make the text difficult for the reader to understand. The novelist, he went on, should refine his language 
“para hacerlo desaparecer,” as if opening the window display of a bookstore to allow the reader closer 
contact with the product (213, his emphasis). 
 
197 In this, the book shows its roots as a series of conferences on writing that Wast gave for the Cursos de 
Cultura Católica (Gramuglio 465), an organization that aimed to groom young educated Catholics for 
political office. 
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notas de un mediocre obrero literario, que expone con sinceridad los procedimientos que le ha 
ido enseñando la práctica” (11). In part, this was a practical strategy: self-help books, by the time 
Wast wrote his Confidencias, had proven lucrative; as Wast points out, the series Veinte maneras 
de hacerse rico had been an “éxito fulminante” (80).198 
The pursuit of financial gain, however, was not the only conceptual underpinning of his 
project. Though the three-peso bound edition was certainly costly, by disseminating this 
discourse at a remove from the classroom and gearing it toward consumers of mass and popular 
culture, Wast suggests that literature should be democratized, accessible to the common man. 
Indeed, according to Wast, “no está resuelto el punto de si, en materia de arte, tiene más 
autoridad el Miembro del Instituto que el lector común” (32): every lay reader might be 
considered an expert on art. Wast, bolstered by the fact of his immense readership and annual 
royalties, was willing to cede the point that so frustrated theater critics of the period: the power 
the audience wielded, voting with their purse, to determine the success or failure of a work of art. 
Of course, this was not a question of charity: by suggesting that the court of public opinion 
delivered the authoritative sentence on a work of art, Wast could dismiss the many critics and 
intellectuals who mocked him and his novels. Yet there was one element of Wast’s project that 
even those critics would have likely agreed with him on, even if they would never have admitted 
it: his implicit argument that a writer, more of a public figure than ever in the age of celebrity 
profiles and literary conferences, should be able to speak and write intelligibly about his art. By 
sharing this metadiscourse with readers, as Wast does in his book, he gives them not only the 
tools to understand this conversation, but also the impression that they might be able to 
participate in it, not just as readers, but as writers as well. 
                                                
198 On self-help books, see Parada 135-36. 
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As the title of the third chapter, The Novelist in His Workshop, suggests, Wast conceives 
of the novelist not primarily as artist, but as craftsman. In part, this means thinking of the book 
both in terms of its contents and as a material object circulating in a cultural marketplace: 
No he concebido nunca que pudiera alguien escribir un libro desinteresándose a tal 
punto de su suerte futura que fuese para él asunto de poca monta el que saliera a luz o no, 
y que, en caso de ser editado, no le preocuparan las condiciones materiales, el formato, el 
papel, la tapa, en que se presentaría al público aquel hijo de su mente.  
Dicen que los grandes artistas son así, aman el arte puro y desdeñan a los espíritus 
estrechos que se enredan, como yo, en minucias tipográficas. (188) 
If the satirical Plus Ultra article is any indication, Wast does not appear to be entirely off-base in 
pointing out the prejudice toward those who write for publication and concern themselves, as he 
has by being his own publisher, with the physical characteristics of their books.199 
 His understanding of the writer as craftsman, however, goes beyond the book as object. 
Though Wast affirms that “la facultad primordial del novelista” is imagination (15), “nos bastará 
la modesta llama que sentimos arder en nosotros, con tal que tengamos otra facultad 
indispensable, que no se encuentra en los libros de retórica . . . , y es la perseverancia” (97). In 
this way, he dismantles the Romantic notion of the author as inspired genius by subordinating 
genius and inspiration to work: “el genio es una larga paciencia, y la inspiración es sentarse 
diariamente delante de las cuartillas” (11-12).200 Wast has a variety of advice to this end, familiar 
                                                
199 On this topic, see chapter two. 
 
200 Another example: “En la obra del novelista la inspiración tiene más importancia que el tiempo, como 
que la idea de una obra maestra puede ser cosa de un relámpago. Pero el método, la disciplina, la 
tenacidad con que el escritor se pone luego a elaborar la substancia de esa idea, son tal vez más 
importantes que la idea misma…. Muchas veces también creemos no tener la idea básica para realizar la 
obra, pero la tenacidad con que nos encadenamos delante de nuestro escritorio es a menudo premiada con 
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to anyone today who has read a writing book: If the writer is a beginner who has not yet learned 
how to write fiction, he recommends studying or copying passages by writers he admires. If the 
writer is not sure how to pick up where he left off the day before, he recommends copying the 
last page he wrote, to refamiliarize himself with the style and the voice. If he has trouble 
finishing what he starts, he should keep a regular schedule (for Wast, the morning hours are best) 
and set a daily goal (for Wast, three pages daily are sufficient). 
In other words, aspiring writers must approach writing as a job if they want to achieve 
their dreams. Wast, indeed, was rather ahead of his time in this frank discussion about how being 
a professional writer required work that went beyond writing itself: promoting recent releases 
and preparing his next project by writing articles, doing research, and traveling. Following his 
writerly advice, he says, it is possible to write a book a year, and still have time for the rest. In 
addition to explaining the nitty-gritty of being a professional writer, Wast also defends the 
integrity of the profession itself. Against the idea of the aficionado writer, for whom “la novela 
ha de ser sólo un pasatiempo” (42), Wast argues that “la novela (aún en la República Argentina) 
tiene derecho a ser escrita por los novelistas, esto es, por los que sienten la aptitud para este 
género tan complejo y hacen de él la principal ocupación de su vida” (103). In other words, those 
who are able to make a living as novelists. By validating that “es una aspiración muy legítima en 
un autor la de vivir de su trabajo” (139), Wast, who has achieved this goal, encourages his 
readers to hope that they can, too. 
The Confidencias, of course, contain not only Wast’s advice to aspiring writers, but his 
own success story as well. In The Novel of My First Novel, Wast recounts his novelistic debut, 
because as he says “para confirmar la vocación literaria en los escritores jóvenes y librarlos de la 
                                                
el descubrimiento maravilloso de que esa idea que pensábamos no tener, en realidad, estaba como 
dormida en los pliegues de la imaginación” (183). 
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tentación de amilanarse con la desilusión de los primeros fracasos, o lo que es mucho peor, de 
sacrificar su conciencia y buscar el éxito por caminos torcidos, no hay nada más eficaz que el 
recuerdo de los que han soportado y vencido iguales penurias” (170). His encouraging story, like 
Escobar’s, is a tale of obstacles overcome through persistence. The beginning of his career was 
not promising: When he wrote his debut novel, Alegre, he had already self-published a book of 
love poetry and two books of essays, which earned him only ninety cents—from his uncle. The 
publication of the two-volume novel, by a prestigious Madrid-based publisher, cost him 560 
pesos: eleven times his monthly salary. Because the book was an edición de autor, Wast had to 
try several tactics to get the book in readers’ hands: sending copies to a bookstore (no luck), 
sending dedicated copies to famous writers (despite reviews, it was still selling only a copy a 
month), offering it to a Spanish magazine. This strategy, finally, bore fruit: after publishing his 
first two novels, the magazine decided to print a new edition of Alegre at their own expense. This 
was a turning point in his career: the publication of Flor de durazno in 1911 would be his first 
commercial success, setting the stage for his long and profitable career. 
Throughout the book, Wast’s use of a conversational tone and depiction of himself as a 
normal, hard-working man makes his success seem accessible to readers. Though the reader 
might be in awe of his commercial success, this informality creates the illusion of intimacy, as if 
Wast is revealing—writing his own celebrity profile—his real self and secrets of authorial 
success to the reader. By exploiting this tension between exceptionalness and accessibility, Wast 
feeds the machine of literary aspiration, whose necessary cost is the three-peso investment for a 
copy of his Confidencias. 
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A few years before the appearance of Wast’s bestselling manual, Horacio Quiroga published a 
series of articles about story-writing and professional writing in the general interest magazine El 
Hogar. Since these were topics Quiroga had published on since the early 1900s, it is not difficult 
to imagine that he might have followed the career of Wast with interest. Indeed, in one of his 
articles he wonderingly appraises his contemporary’s “exceptional” finances, contrasting them 
with the low sales and paltry gains made by most writers, himself included.201 As we saw in the 
second chapter, Quiroga’s commitment to making a living as a writer did not preclude him from 
criticizing the “bolsa de valores literarios” on which he is listed (see Colombi and Alberto-
Vergara 22). This critical attitude informs his own contributions to the advice discourse: most 
notably, “El manual del perfecto cuentista” and “Los trucs del perfecto cuentista,” both 
published in El Hogar in 1925. 
These two texts parody the writerly advice discourse that would find full (and earnest) 
expression in Wast. The first text, Quiroga explains, was born of many interactions with writers 
and the resulting “convicción de que, salvo las contadas excepciones en que un cuento sale bien, 
sin recurso alguno, todos los restantes se realizan por medio de recetas o trucs de procedimiento 
al alcance de todos.” Until he has time to tackle this “obra altruística,” he proposes to “exponer 
tres a cuatro recetas de las más usuales y seguras, convencidos de que ellas facilitarán la práctica 
cómoda y casera de lo que se ha venido a llamar el más difícil de los géneros literarios.” Already, 
the hyperbole and references to “recipes” and “tricks accessible to everyone” would have clued 
the reader in that the subsequent advice might not be entirely serious. As Beatriz Colombi and 
Danilo Alberto-Vergara put it in their introduction to Los “trucs” del perfecto cuentista y otros 
                                                
201 “La casa editora de Martínez Zuviría, en 1921, afirmaba que este autor percibía una renta anual de 
dieciocho a veinte mil pesos por derechos de autor. Como desde entonces ha agregado seis o siete libros a 
su ya copioso stock, es creíble que dicho escritor haya llegado hoy a una renta de veinticinco a treinta mil 
pesos, renta que irá aumentando, sin duda alguna, hasta un límite que no se puede prever” (“La profesión 
literaria,” El Hogar, 6 Jan. 1928, in Los “trucs” 130). 
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escritos, “los ‘trucs’ son el manual de un saber literario que se presenta como accesible al gran 
público. Connotan, además de la idea de habilidad y destreza, la de engaño y trampa, que es la 
que permite la lectura paródica e irreverente de los consejos” (13). Indeed, it becomes clear that 
though there is truth in Quiroga’s observations about common story tropes and shortcuts, he is 
not, as his opening paragraph suggested, actually recommending substituting them for the hard 
work of practice.202 Thus, readers can admire, and be entertained by, the astuteness of his 
comments, recalling stories they have read that employ the tropes he identifies: a opening or 
closing formula (“Fué lo que hicieron”), a cliché (“pálido como la muerte”), a shortcut for 
creating setting (“comprendemos bien que una mula, una terminación viciosa de palabra y una 
manta teñida [a los pintos suele bastarles sólo lo último] constitiyen la entraña misma del 
folklore nacional”), a particular use of language (“agradar a los hombres” by “exagerar por el 
contrario el conocimiento de la lengua”), etc. Despite the tongue-in-cheek tone of the articles, 
Quiroga does pepper them with practical advice: know what ending you are writing toward when 
you begin, for example. Nevertheless, the reader must always be prepared to filter sincerity from 
flippancy; and it is not entirely clear whether Quiroga thinks his reader up to the task. 
This becomes more apparent upon reading his “Decálogo del perfecto cuentista,” 
published in the literary magazine Babel in 1927. Founded by the Chilean-born Samuel Glusberg 
(also known by his pseudonym Enrique Espinoza), Babel was oriented toward a more select, 
intellectual-leaning audience than El Hogar. Though, like the previous articles, the decalogue is 
an extended (if unevenly executed) literary joke, the difference in source material suggests that it 
                                                
202 “Una larga frecuentación de las personas dedicadas entre nosotros a escribir cuentos, y alguna 
experiencia personal al respecto, me han sugerido más de una vez la sospecha de si no hay en el arte de 
escribir cuentos algunos trucs de oficio, algunas recetas de cómodo uso y efecto seguro, y si no podrían 
ellos ser formulados para pasatiempo de las muchas personas cuyas ocupaciones serias no les permiten 
perfeccionarse en una profesión mal retribuída por general, y no siempre bien vista.” (“El manual,” El 
Hogar 10 Apr. 1925: 7) 
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is somewhat less dismissive of the literary aspirations of its readers: these are not “tricks” or 
“recipes,” but rather the Ten Commandments of writing. Not only does the text call upon readers 
to appreciate this literary joke, but it refers to its addressees as producers of “art” and exhorts 
them to “no [pensar] en tus amigos al escribir, ni en la impresión que hará tu historia”: in other 
words, to focus on the writing, rather than on the audience or market. Despite this idealist 
affirmation, the decalogue is not entirely discontinuous with the earlier articles; in fact, it reprises 
some of their advice. In doing so, the decalogue acknowledges that, whether a writer was an 
artist or layman, his work had irrevocably been transformed by a new cultural dynamic in which 
the market and practical concerns were never entirely absent.  
 
Throughout the same period, the advice discourse began to address new cultural forms, including 
the radio. As commercial stations multiplied in the mid-1920s, general-interest periodicals began 
to dedicate significant space to the medium, leading to the foundation of subject-specific 
magazines like Sintonía in 1933, Radiolandia in 1934, and Antena in 1937. In her history of 
radio in Argentina, Andrea Matallana argues that the way periodicals discussed the medium 
shifted in the 1920s: while during the early years of radio they were oriented toward the 
education of the “technician listener,” teaching this reader a new technical vocabulary that would 
allow him to build, repair, or tune a receiver at home, around 1925 their contents shifted toward 
the cultural education of members of a mass audience, providing “una especie de guía del ‘buen 
gusto’, donde figuraba información acerca de los programas y los aspectos que debía valorar en 
esas emisiones” (72; see also 61-72). This description, however, only tells part of the story. As 
radio audiences grew and the medium was incorporated into the realm of mass culture, 
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periodicals began to provide a new sort of technical information: advice for listeners hoping to 
break into the radio industry. 
Among the daily papers, Crítica was particularly assiduous on the topic. Its radio section, 
“En torno al micrófono,” included the regular reader response feature “Respondiendo a,” whose 
format was similar to Caras y Caretas’s “Correo sin estampilla.” Though the section included 
answers to technical queries and inquiries about the relative popularity of local stations, most of 
the column responded to readers interested in performing on the radio. On this, as it did on many 
topics, Botana’s paper portrayed itself as an advocate for readers, capable of helping them solve 
problems and overcome obstacles.203 The newspaper frequently published responses to readers 
who were seeking other musicians to form a group with them, promising to connect the reader 
with the pianist, guitarrist, or violinist he needed and urging him to keep an eye on their next 
column for further information, such as the name and address of the individual in question. The 
section also explained how the audition process worked to novice readers, furnishing them with 
station addresses and the names of artistic directors for whom they could audition. In some cases, 
the paper offered encouragement, like when it reassured one nervous aspirant: “No tenga miedo 
al micrófono. Es cierto que ese aparatito infunde temor por la responsabilidad que representa el 
cantar o hablar para los radioescuchas, pero ese temor se le pasará en las primeras audiciones” 
(18 Sept. 1932). Indeed, in such responses the newspaper suggested that success was achievable 
for anyone with the necessary qualities: “si reúne condiciones suficientes como para actuar ante 
el micrófono, seguramente que han de hacerle un lugarcito” (12 Oct. 1932). 
Even as such responses demystified the audition process and provided readers with 
information that they might otherwise have had difficulty obtaining, they also imposed limits on 
                                                
203 On this topic, see Saítta, chapter four, especially 125-31. 
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democratization by laying out rules and standards by which performers must abide. Though 
sometimes they referred to the seemingly vague “condiciones suficientes” required for 
performing on the radio, on other occasions they addressed the specific comportment, skills, or 
self-presentation of would-be performers: they reminded one reader to “no olvide que [the 
spectacles] están muy bien presentados y los artistas que actúan allí deben igualmente estar en 
todo de acuerdo” and another that becoming a radiotheater performer required not only being 
able to sing or play an instrument, but also the ability to perform before a live audience (27 Oct. 
1932)—a role, they suggested, that entailed a certain “responsibility” (22 Sept. 1932). In another 
issue, they reminded readers that a radio personality should be able to project his voice, speak 
with near-perfect diction, and ideally know several languages (22 Sept. 1932). In other words, 
Crítica portrayed the ideal radio performer as a cultured individual who not only possessed talent 
and charisma, but who also conformed with bourgeois standards of behavior, including dress, 
manners, and language use. These were the characteristics considered “condiciones suficientes,” 
and they were of the utmost importance: where radio was uniting Argentines across the country, 
being cultured was to be synonymous with being Argentine.204 
This elision between radio culture and the nation became even more evident when, during 
the military governments of the 1930s and 1940s, many of the principles of standardization 
sketched out in mass cultural manuals like Crítica’s reader response section were codified into 
national law.205 Though a 1925 decree had defined the objective of radio to be the dissemination 
of cultural and informational (rather than propagandistic political, commercial, or religious) 
content, the 3 May 1933 decree was a turning point in government regulation of the medium. 
This decree gave the Dirección General de Correos y Telégrafos jurisdiction over broadcasters, 
                                                
204 On radio and national unity, see Claxton 94-104. 
 
205 For an overview of radio legislation in Argentina, see Claxton, Appendix D (160-64). 
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with the power to grant licenses, assign frequencies, and regulate conditions and equipment at 
radio stations. In addition to introducing these technical and institutional controls, the decree 
attempted to ensure that programming conformed with the conservative government’s definition 
of culture: it specified that commentators could not improvise, use improper language, engage in 
polemics, or carry out personal attacks; that programs were forbidden to portray “cuadros 
sombríos o patéticos ni sensacionalista, ni de hechos poco edificantes” (qtd. in Matallana 47); 
and that stations were only allowed to broadcast the National Anthem on July 9 and May 25. 
These efforts would be amplified in the following decade, with the creation of the 
Manual de Radiodifusión of May 1946. This guide, as Matallana argues, established the State, 
through the Dirección General de Radiodifusión, as “guardián moral” of the medium (48). 
Expanding upon limitations imposed by the earlier decree, the guide specified, for example, that 
radiotheater should not feature “lugares frecuentados ‘por delincuentes o personas de mal vivir’ ” 
and that actors should avoid not only monotony, but also “los falsetes de baja comicidad, los 
timbres excesivamente atiplados, las distorsiones afeminadas” (qtd. in Matallana, 49). It also 
stipulated that if more than one radiodrama was broadcast, at least one had to take place in 
Argentina or be about Argentine history or tradition. 
Culture, according to these decrees, was national culture, and it excluded dissent, the 
linguistic patterns and plot devices of low-brow entertainment, bad moral role models, and 
casual treatment of national symbols. To combat the threat that excessive democratization would 
pose to this version of cultural production, the 1933 decree specified that invited guests had to be 
specialists on the topic they were invited to speak about, while the Manual suggested that only a 
certain style of acting was appropriate. If this was insufficient, another control was in place: 
radio stations had to present their programming to the DGR before it was broadcast, so that 
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authorities could approve it, censor it, or forbid it from airing. With this 1946 law, the Argentine 
government made a definite statement on the mass-culture manual: if such manuals had always 
contained both democratizing and limiting impulses, now the government affirmed the triumph 
of the latter tendency. As we will see in the following section, the foundations for this trend had 




The Declamation Plague 
 
 
In the ninth issue of La Quena, the quarterly magazine published by the Buenos Aires 
Conservatory of Music, the school opened its report on its year-end declamation recitals with the 
affirmation that “la afición al hermoso arte de declamar, cunde en las filas de la juventud 
argentina. Es síntoma lisonjero de progreso intelectual, y por ello debemos todos regocijarnos y 
felicitarnos” (“Audiciones de declamación” 42). It was 1920, and the popularity of the practice 
was growing in Argentina. By declamation the Conservatory was referring, primarily, to the 
public recitation of poetry; but the term, of classical origins, had traditionally encompassed any 
spoken performance of a written text, often accompanied by appropriate facial expressions and 
gestures, tied closely to, and sometimes including, oratory and acting. Though declamation had 
long roots in Argentina, over the course of the 1920s and the 1930s it became more public and 
massive, practiced by growing numbers of amateurs and professionals and reaching wide 
audiences through theatrical performances and a radio presence. By the end of the 1920s, one 
author would lambast the “declamatory fever” that had infected Buenos Aires, creating an 
industry of reciters and declamation academies and violating the copyright of poets. 
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The declamation phenomenon that took Argentina by storm in the mid-1920s condenses 
the problematic explored throughout this chapter: of culture supposedly deformed by excessive 
democratization. Where the recitation of poetry at schools had been assigned an essential role in 
the dissemination of national culture and language (a castizo lengua culta), the incorporation of 
declamation into mass culture threatened existing institutional controls over the practice. Even as 
critics expressed ambivalence about the performances of star reciters and derision toward the 
aspirations their success engendered among ordinary Argentines, declamation instructors, 
conservatories, and even the government introduced measures to standardize the practice and, 
often, bring it in line with the hegemonic version of national culture. The case of declamation 
also shows how criticisms of the democratization of cultural production were often gendered: 
women were said to be particularly susceptible to developing misplaced ambitions of becoming 
performers. In this way, not only would the massification of declamation be viewed with distrust 
by critics of cultural industrialism, but it would also be associated with the image of a female fan 
and consumer whose questionable judgment required the oversight of cultural authorities. 
 
As an incipient entertainment, declamation rarely conformed with the view of national culture 
promulgated by educational authorities.206 In Argentina, as in the Anglophone world, early 
twentieth-century variety shows often included recitations, monologues, and dialogues, many on 
popular themes. Recitation recordings from the first decade of the century, performed by variety 
artists such as Alfredo Eusebio de Gobbi, Eugenio López, and Ángel Villoldo, offer insight into 
                                                
206 Declamation was present in schools as part of “artistic” or “expresive” reading practices used to teach 
reading (from pronunciation to posture) and national culture, and was performed in the classroom and at 
school events. On this practice, see Rubione, Sardi (especially 222-31, 64); see also Robson, Morrison, 
and Sorby on the American and English context. For an example of a declamation manual teaching this 
practice, see Vallescos. On the National Education Council’s “patriotic education” campaign, see 
Puiggrós, Sardi, Rubione, Di Tullio. On poetry anthologies, national culture, and the socialization of the 
elite see Degiovanni, chapter one. 
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the characteristics of such popular spectacles: though a few recordings exist of poems and 
patriotic recitations, both advertisements and archival collections reveal that rural and urban 
working-class characters and scenes predominated. These included recitations such as “El 
Gaucho y el Confesor,” “Un gaucho en París,” “El ranchito,” “Remate de Cachibaches,” “Gritos 
y callejeros,” “Bochinche en un inquilinato,” “Una partida de truco,” and “El vendedor 
ambulante.”207 One of the prized characteristics of a talented reciter, as Jason Camlot points out 
in his article on early recitation recordings and anthologies, was his ability to transition easily 
between registers (see especially 160-165). To promote such versatility, Anglophone recitation 
anthologies included texts in a variety of registers. With performances of dialects, immigrants, 
and outsiders, Camlot observes, “the assumption . . . seems to be that the speaker who can 
confidently perform the ‘transition into a society’ does so from his already firmly established 
position within that society.” In other words, they were seen not “simply as specialists in the 
ethnic personae they performed . . . but rather as versatile elocutionists capable of inhabiting 
different voices at will” (165). Viewed from this perspective, early speakers like López who 
performed across genres and registers were able to do precisely what immigrant speakers of 
cocoliche were not: adapt their speech to a new environment. A comic recitation could, like the 
sainete, poke fun at those who were incapable of doing so. Yet at the same time, as popular 
entertainment, it disseminated speech patterns and elocution habits that educational authorities 
were taking great pains to suppress. 
 Enrique García Velloso’s Piedras preciosas; antología poética y arte de la declamación, 
published by La Novela Semanal in 1922, testifies to the expansion of declamation practices in 
the early 1920s. In this manual and anthology, the Argentine playwright and teacher broadly 
                                                
207 See, for example: Nuevos Discos Dobles “VICTOR,” Discos (doble faz) / Casa Chica, The Inventions 
Co., Pratt & Cía, as well as the holdings of the Discography of American Historical Recordings for 
Alfredo Eusebio de Gobbi, Eugenio López, and Ángel Villoldo. 
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defines declamation as the “arte de usar convenientemente de la voz y del gesto en la diversa 
expression del sentimiento” (19). Thus, according to García Velloso’s definition, declamation 
included the recitation of poetry, but also the recitation of prose texts, oratory, and acting, which 
would be largely separated from declamation later in the decade. Though the lessons preceding 
the anthologized poetry were not themselves novel—they originated in lectures García Velloso 
gave at the Conservatorio Lavardén (1908-1911), which themselves glossed classic works on 
declamation—Piedras preciosas now made that information available to lay readers of 
inexpensive fiction magazines. Indeed, in his letter to readers, García Velloso explicitly frames 
the book as not only useful in a formal education context, but for autodidacts as well: 
El libro, en la conjunción de sus partes teóricas y prácticas, facilitará tanto al maestro 
como al alumno—y aun a los mismos aficionados que por su propia cuenta e inspiración 
quieran adiestrarse deleitándose en el arte de la declamación—las indicaciones necesarias 
y los ejemplos consiguientes para externar sus condiciones artísticas en el colegio, en las 
veladas familiares y en los actos públicos donde se rinde culto a la belleza poética y al 
arte de la dicción. (15-16) 
In this statement of purpose, independent study both serves declamation in its established 
settings and expands access to training to individuals outside of traditional cultural circuits. This 
democratization was part and parcel of massification: published by the company that owned La 
Novela Semanal and its sister magazine, El Suplemento, this book was likely a popular title that 
circulated in large numbers—eleven thousand as of this printing. 
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The declamation theory laid out in Piedras preciosas shows continuity with both 
preceding and subsequent declamation practices in and beyond Argentina.208 One of these 
features was a discussion of the physiology of language production, linguistic structure, and rules 
of locution. This approach gave (supposed) objectivity to the precepts of manuals, despite their 
ideological underpinnings. One such guideline was an emphasis on “correct” pronunciation and 
clear diction. As García Velloso’s first “declamation aphorism” states: “Una bella voz, limpieza 
de pronunciación, genio para el arte, ejercicio contínuo, más que los preceptos teóricos, bastan a 
hacer un buen declamador” (17). Discussions of vocal timbre and pitch clarified how authors 
defined a beautiful voice and breakdowns of language structure lent grammar and orthology’s 
authority to their defense of “perfect” pronunciation, which according to García Velloso was 
more important than innate vocal quality (28). Such pronunciation required clarity, enunciation 
of all consonants and vowels, and avoidance of mistakes such as the ceceo or silbido (Vallescos 
10, García Velloso 28). Indeed, this principle recalls Morrison’s description of the promotion of 
the “pure voice” in recitation in Prewar London: a naturalized middle-class pronunciation that 
could be learned through study and practice. Even as declamation manuals stressed the 
importance of talent, cited above by García Velloso, they also encouraged aspirants with the 
promise that many barriers could be overcome through hard work and self-correction. 
The correctness of the pronunciation and diction, however, was only the first step toward 
reciting well: it was the foundation upon which the reciter had to build expressive truth. 
Declamation manuals affirmed that a recitation should express the sentiments not of the 
performer, but of the author and text: it should be “la fiel interpretación del pensamiento 
                                                
208 Beyond Argentina I include English elocution and recitation manuals of the Late Victorian and 
Edwardian periods, per Morrison, Robson, and Sorby. Declamation manuals for use in schools were also 
used in other Latin American nations. See the holdings of the Biblioteca Nacional Mariano Moreno and 
the Biblioteca Nacional de Maestros, searching for “declamación.” 
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dominante en la composición” (Vallescos 21); García Velloso advised readers, “cuidad de 
adoptar gestos y tonos propios de las pasiones y caracteres que queréis expresar” (18).209 This 
required the reciter to have carefully read and understood the text in question, as Vallescos 
reminds his readers: “un trozo no será jamás bien recitado si no se ha estudiado bien” (13). 
García Velloso expands upon this idea, arguing that the reciter must possess “una no vulgar 
erudición, que le ponga en la posibilidad de apreciar separadamente todas las bellezas de la 
composición, a fin de que pueda expresarlas con aquel grado de fuerza y energía que requiere el 
objeto.” If “para declamar bien no es preciso ser autor, es menester ser juez y apreciador muy 
competente para poder internarse en el pensamiento de aquél, revestirse del carácter que 
representa, y ejecutar con éxito” (21). The education provided by his textbook will, one 
supposes, contribute to this erudition and competent judgment. 
While Morrison limits his reading of similar guidelines in England to the construction of 
the “pure voice,” they also form part of a debate about textual ownership: critics, many of whom 
were poets and playwrights themselves, expressed distaste for actors and reciters who veered too 
far from the written text. Far from being only a matter of authorial unease about a text being out 
of their control once published, it may reflect larger anxieties about rights and royalties: authors 
may have been concerned that free interpretation of a text revealed a general disrespect for 
intellectual property, in a context in which star reciters financially benefitted from performances 
and the publication of anthologies and manuals without paying royalties to the author. It also, of 
course, suggested that poetry recitation was to be practiced only by the educated.210 Not only 
would the education in literary taste that formed part of public school curricula form part of this 
                                                
209 See also, for example, Sorby xxxi. 
 
210 Sorby hints at this question of ownership, in relation to reciter access to the power of interpretation 
(xlii). For the case of actors deviating from the text, see chapter two of this dissertation. 
 
  257 
instruction, but so too, would the poetry collected in declamation anthologies, as well as the 
performances of respected reciters. 
Declamation manuals and theater critics coincided on yet another point: their call for 
naturalness in performances. One part of this was the assertion that natural-seeming speech and 
gesture are the result of observation, both of life and art. Yet as García Velloso reminds his 
readers: “estudiad los maestros del arte, mas no os esforcéis en imitarlos servilmente” (17). 
Though accomplished reciters could serve as valuable examples, to merely imitate them was not 
art, but, as other critics would note later in the 1920s, a sort of mechanical reproduction. 
Another element of this call for naturalness was a horror of excessive gesture and 
affectation: “la exageración en el gesto es de mal tono y, en la acción, de mal gusto” (Vallescos 
19). “Huid de la afectación,” García Velloso similarly urges. The speaker, rather, should ensure 
that his expressions, tone, and gestures are apropos: “El efecto de la escena se funda en la 
ilusión: tener por eso inmenso cuidado de no destruírlo con el excesivo anhelo de lucir con voz y 
gestos exagerados, y que carezcan de naturalidad” (18; see also aphorisms 19, 20, 21, 23). This 
caution, according to Morrison, was also often found in English recitation manuals, where, as in 
Argentina, such excesses were associated with low-culture spectacle: in England, the music hall; 
in Argentina, the circus ring. While García Velloso does not explicitly connect such ostentation 
with popular spectacle, he does suggest that it is designed to attract an audience of philistines: 
“En la declamación todo lo que no es sencillo y natural no podrá atraer más que a los ignorantes” 
(17). The language recalls that of theater criticism of the period concerned about plays that 
appealed to the baser emotions of its audiences—those who, childlike, did not know better.211 
 
                                                
211 See the discussion of the Ratti theater company, chapter two. 
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Indeed, by the time García Velloso’s textbook was published, declamation was already gaining 
larger audiences in Argentina. With the rising stars of theater, music, film, and publishing 
dazzling Argentines with their talent, beauty, and wealth, it is little surprise that some 
enterprising individuals would try to make a career of declamation. These individuals would 
distance themselves and their performances from their music-hall antecedents by attempting to 
elevate declamation to an art within a bourgeois market. By the early 1920s, declamation 
primarily of poetry, but occasionally also of dramatic monologues, had emerged from parlors, 
classrooms, school auditoriums, and music halls to be performed as part of charity benefits, 
during intermission at neighborhood and downtown theaters, and even as free-standing events. In 
1924, declamation gained a new platform: the radio, where performances were featured on 
stations like Radio Gran Splendid and Radio Cultura. The same year, the second foundation of 
the National Conservatory of Music and Declamation reaffirmed official support for the practice. 
Declamation owed its newfound popularity to a handful of successful reciters. One of 
these was Alemany Villa. According to the Anuario Teatral Argentino (1925-1926), Villa “es 
entre nosotros el inventor de la declamación. Es seguramente el primero que la llevó a grandes 
auditorios, como un verdadero espectáculo, y el que la hizo popular” (cited in Benarós 36). 
Indeed, Villa (born José Lorenzo Alemany Villa in Buenos Aires in 1877) was already receiving 
notice in the mid-1910s for his recitations and declamation courses, offered at the prestigious 
Conservatorio de Buenos Aires and the Liga de Educación Racionalista. If at first Villa primarily 
formed part of the line-up for benefit concerts and events organized by the literary magazine 
Nosotros, by 1917 he performed free-standing poetry recitations; these events were held 
regularly in the early 1920s at the Salón Teatro on Cangallo 1362 (where the Conservatorio de 
Buenos Aires held recitals), in addition to his occasional headlining bill at downtown theaters. 
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He also formed part of several theater companies, where on top of his acting work, he performed 
poetic fines de fiesta. According to a profile on him published in La Quena, the magazine of the 
Conservatorio de Buenos Aires, Villa was a man of humble origins whose success was due to his 
hard work and the support of his self-abnegating mother: Villa was the “hijo de una humilde 
familia” whose father had died when he was still a child; he’d had to leave school at fifteen to 
make a living, but was able to study declamation, under a French teacher, because of a small sum 
his mother had managed to put away “a fuerza de grandes economías” (16). In this success story, 
Villa had realized his innate potential to become the founder of a new school of art in Argentina, 
artistic declamation, in which “se revela su fuerte personalidad” (15, 16). 
Between the mid-1910s and the early 1920s, Villa carved out a market niche for himself 
as a reciter and teacher of declamation. He did so by appealing to a middlebrow audience that 
aspired to refinement (the cultured consumers of the previous chapter): he performed poems by 
authors approved by leading cultural authorities, such as Nosotros, and embodied, at least 
according to most, the bourgeois style and elocution favored by declamation manuals and 
educators.212 This was a far cry from the adoption of the language of poor, urban protagonists in 
earlier comic recitations. According to Nosotros, at whose events Villa was a regular, the reciter 
possessed “una dicción tan clarísima que dificultamos que en ese sentido sea superado” and “una 
voz sonora . . . que él domina perfectamente, dándole siempre los tonos adecuados a lo que dice” 
(qtd. in Villa, El Universo Poético 6); La Prensa described his diction as “elegante” 
(“Recitación”). La Quena praised his “altas facultades del actor: la voz bien timbrada, poderosa, 
simpática y llena de colores, la figura esbelta, el ademán distinguido, el gesto expresivo y 
                                                
212 On Nosotros and poetry anthologies of the period, see Salazar Anglada 219-242. 
Villa’s reputation for being a refined performer prompted a scandal in 1919 when, at the beach in 
Montevideo with the rest of Camila Quiroga’s theater company, he apparently committed some sort of 
impropriety that lead to Héctor Quiroga firing him (albeit temporarily) and numerous scandalized 
comments in newspapers. See “Correo.” 
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trágico, la memoria feliz, el fuego y la pasión dramática, la inspiración y la naturalidad” (16). If, 
according to that magazine, Villa could do more to disseminate culture to Argentine audiences, it 
was by expanding his repertoire to include prose (“un excelente instrumento de cultura literaria, 
que despierta la curiosidad de leer e induce a estudiar el arte de decir”) and oratory (“para 
estimular a nuestros oradores para cultivar el arte de decir, que tiene tan honda eficacia en el 
mundo”) (16). In other words, they saw him as such an exemplar of refinement that he could 
serve as educator both in the classroom (where they employed him) and on stage. 
Villa’s appeal to bourgeois sensibility was true not only of his performances, but also of 
his publications: a book of his own poetry, El libro de Gloria; four anthologies of poetry for 
recitation published in the early 1920s, Chispazos de sol (versos de luz, de arte y de vida), Cofre 
de armonías (Poemitas de amor), El libro de la risa (Poesías contra el mal humor), and El 
universo poético (Los poemas de la humanidad), the last of which included a preliminary section 
of declamation advice; a compilation of declamation advice and poems, El arte de hablar bien; 
and a book of poems, stories, monologues, and thoughts, Yo pecador.213 The anthologies were 
thoroughly conventional: they touched on well-trod themes such as love, faith, patriotism, 
costumbrismo of both Spain and Latin America (including typical figures such as the payador 
and the gypsy woman), nature, death, family relationships; the register of poems ranged from 
formal to conversational, but never included the voseo, and occasionally represented the rural or 
gauchesco speech considered by conservative intellectuals to convey authentic Argentine 
culture; and they featured primarily canonical writers or authors in the process of so becoming, 
including many modernistas, as well as the occasional author better known for their byline in 
mass-circulation periodicals or remembered by history for participation in other areas of mass 
                                                
213 In 1922, a Harrods Bookstore ad in La Nación listed Villa’s Chispazos de sol as one of their advertised 
books, priced at $2.50. 
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culture.214 Furthermore, they were, according to their author, “altamente morales,” capable of 
“alejándolo [al hombre] por unos instantes de este monótono vivir cotidiano, para elevarlo a las 
serenas regiones del espíritu” (Chispazos de sol, n. pag.). These descriptions integrated the books 
into the realm of domestic consumption by claiming that, for example, Chispazos de sol was the 
“verdadero libro del hogar” and that by “llevándolo Vd. a su casa realiza una verdadero obra de 
amor de arte y de caridad” (n. pag.). Though the consumer was unnamed, the language implied 
that it was the woman of the house, called upon to use her role as sovereign consumer to enrich 
her home with poetry. These were books that took to heart the idea that culture should educate 
through entertainment.215 
Like Hugo Wast, by the early 1920s Villa had fashioned himself into a name brand with 
significant value on the cultural market. Already in the mid-1910s, being “a student of Alemany 
Villa” was a frequent boast of recitation announcements. In the mid-1920s he opened his own 
declamation school, the Escuela Argentina de Arte Universal Alemany Villa. For between $15 
and $30 monthly, a student could enroll in courses on poetic interpretation taught by Villa or 
acting classes taught by former theater director Atilio Supparo. Naturally, Villa’s anthologies 
were the primary textbooks for the school. In each book, paratextual elements contributed to the 
construction of his brand: an introduction or series of quotes praising his talents as reciter, a list 
of the most notable of his former students, information about his school, and advertisements for 
his other books. If these quotes were to be believed, Villa was a cultural luminary, beloved by 
                                                
 
214 For example, Enrique Méndez Calzada (who appeared in several anthologies of the 1920s as a member 
of the younger generation), journalist Juan José de Soiza Reilly, María Luisa Carnelli (best remembered 
as a tango author, writing pseudonymously), and Héctor Pedro Blomberg (a frequent writer of novelas 
semanales). See the appendix of Salazar Anglada for a helpful list of anthologies and their indexes. 
 
215 An advertisement for El libro de la risa in Chispazos de sol said that “el lector pueda al mismo tiempo 
instruirse y deleitarse” (n.p.). 
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both intellectuals and the press. Among those quoted on the four pages of praise were renowned 
sociologist José Ingenieros, affirming that “no he oído declamar mejor que Alemany Villa” (El 
Universo Poético 3); Joaquín V. González, author of La tradición nacional,216 saying that “es 
Alemany Villa, consagrado ya, un eminente artista” (6); Mexican poet Amado Nervo, who 
offered to send him any of his books as a gift for the “hermosa interpretación de mis versos” (3); 
and periodicals as diverse as La Nación, La Prensa, Última Hora, La Mañana, PBT, Fiácola 
Itálica, Páginas (Revista del Colegio Internacional, de Olivos), Fray Mocho, and Nosotros. 
Notably absent from the list was the daily Crítica, which, always contrarian, relished 
insulting the star reciter. In September 1916, the front-page article “Los peripatéticos” opened 
with the reporter pausing, stupefied, before a window display of Villa’s likeness. In case the 
reader missed the sarcasm of the opening lines, the rest of the article, ostensibly an 
announcement of Villa’s upcoming poetry recitals, could not have made the newspaper’s opinion 
of him clearer. “El señor Alemany Villa,” it read, “ama la poesía, vicio asaz disculpable, si a 
veces no concurriera la agravante de que también los escribe y lo que es muchísimo peor, los 
recita.” When the poetry aficionado becomes a producer, or worse, a performer, the private vice 
is no longer forgivable, for it “threatens” the public with what the newspaper would refer to 
disparagingly as the performances of a “precioso tonadillero” (“Otro poco”). “Este Alemany 
Villa,” they remark in a note about an upcoming recitation at the Liceo, “parece que cultivase el 
ridículo con rara fruición” (“Otro poco”). Indeed, despite the fact that the motto of Villa’s 
school, “Comprehension, feeling, and naturalness,” reaffirmed the precepts of declamation 
manuals of the period, Villa, according to Crítica, “destroyed” poems (“En país”), employed an 
excess of melodramatic gesture, and, as an actor, achieved “la cumbre del amaneramiento y la 
                                                
216 For a brief overview of González and national canon formation, see Degiovanni 40-54. 
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falsedad escénica” (Un espectador). These accusations flatly disputed the claims made by Villa’s 
employer and the intellectuals and periodicals cited in Villa’s books. Crítica, of course, offered 
its own interpretation of this praise: 
—A Alemany Villa lo atacan sin razón. Es un actor elegante, estudioso y que dice 
admirablemente. 
—¿Estás seguro? 
—Como que me lo ha dicho él mismo. (“Dialogulíos”) 
On another occasion, they opted for a different tactic, reprinting and commenting on a Brazilian 
newspaper’s praise of Villa by “denunciando al articulista caso clavado de manicomio” (“Caso 
de manicomio”). 
According to Botana’s paper, Villa owed his success not to talent or expertise (as a 
teacher, they said, “vióse obligado a hacer prodigios de destreza para transmitir conocimientos 
que no poseía”), but rather to the raptures his appearance and poems induced in his young, 
female audience: “el señor Alemany Villa, entre otras amables tonterías, es profesor de 
declamación, en no recordamos qué ignoto conservatorio, y su figura y sus versos, han caído 
como una gota de rocío en el corazón anhelante de sus incipientes admiradoras. (Esto de la gota 
de rocío, nos salió archi-bien)” (“En país,” “Los peripatéticos”). These lovers of poetic cliché 
were comprised of “niñas cursis” (“Bambalinas”): “las niñas soñadoras y románticas del Odeón 
y aún diríamos mejor, de los sábados blancos” and readers of popular novels for women (“Los 
peripatéticos,” “En país”). As Crítica would have it, not only did these young women have 
horrid taste, but they were particularly susceptible to the looks and sentimentalism of half-rate 
performers such as Villa. 
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What’s more, they were liable to then aspire to perform in public themselves. Because 
declamation in Argentina emerged from elite lettered culture and privileged poetry, it was largely 
viewed as respectable, even for young women (see Degiovanni 71-73). The current events pages 
of Caras y Caretas in the late 1920s often included photos of women performing recitations at 
charity events or theaters; one article from that period declared that “en esta cruzada sentimental 
por el triunfo de nuestra poesía, la mujer argentina, fiel a su romántico abolengo, ha encontrado 
generoso campo para escapar a la rutina cotidiana y satisfacer su sed de idealismo, sin violentar 
el sello de su exquisita feminidad” (Nanuk 25). When profiling the reciter and poet Wally Zenner 
in 1934, Caras y Caretas noted that she “conserva sus finezas y sus elegancias con un señorío, 
una gracia y un encanto dignos de una época que tuvimos la suerte de conocer en sus 
atardeceres” (Di Carlo). Declamation was also seen as a reputable stepping stone to acting or 
singing careers, much more than, say, working as a chorus girl. 
If in the realm of domestic consumption the housewife was the sovereign consumer 
whose purchasing decisions were meant to defend the integrity of the family, in the 
representation of declamation female taste was called into question, limiting her transition from 
consumer to producer of culture. With these women as with male poets, the quality most called 
upon to cast aspersions on her taste was the sentimentalism associated with the melodrama of 
popular theater, third-rate poetry, and dime novels. As Roberto Arlt put it in one of his 
aguafuertes, young women who beg their mothers to enroll them in academies (such as Villa’s) 
study declamation in “la Universidad de la cursilería, a enriquecer su bagaje de mal gusto” 
(“Mamá, quiero ser artista” 61). According to a La Vanguardia reporter, cursilería was, in fact, 
the dominant tone of poetry recitations: “Ya sea por el tono afectado del recitador o por la nota 
sentimental repetida hasta la saciedad en cada una de las poesías que nos tocó oír, lo cierto es 
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que no podíamos sustraernos a la aplastante sensación de cursilería” (“Audición poética”). 
Nevertheless, women were often portrayed as being guilty of this sin. Writers made fun of their 
bad taste in pieces published in mass-circulation periodicals, like Iván Diez’s satirical “Recital 
poético” and Caras y Caretas cartoonist Redondo’s “Socio del peñasco.” In the beginning of the 
1940s, one declamation textbook would describe the multiplication of declamadoras as a 
“plague” (Mestre Cordero 5-6). 
As Luis García’s humorous poem “Tiempo perdido” shows, the image of the mala 
recitadora was used to criticize cursilería more broadly. The poem is framed as a conversation 
between a male narrator and the girl he has been courting, in which he asks why she has lost 
interest in him. The poem parodies the sentimental excess of bad poetry through the inquiries of 
a narrator who refers to his beloved as a “niña preciosa” he compares in verse to a “rose,” whose 
eyes he calls “soles incandescentes,” and whose teeth he describes, necessarily for the rhyme, as 
“resplandecientes.” In the last quarter of the poem, the girl is given her chance to respond, her 
explanation the punchline of the poem: “¡Vete al infierno! Yo quiero ahora / ser una ilustre, ser 
una insigne declamadora, / una aplaudida recitadora. [ . . . ] Me debo al arte. / Si no declamo, me 
moriré. / ¡Declamaré!” The irony will not be lost on the reader: the girl who, wooed by a man 
who has clearly taken to heart the conventions of the sentimental poetry common among reciters, 
rejects him to pursue her own dream of fame on the declamatory stage. Even if it is her action 
that dissolves the prescribed social narrative of a happy ending through marriage, the reader 
cannot really blame her for wanting nothing to do with her suitor. Sparing neither character, the 
poem ultimately makes the sentimental melodrama and cursilería of bad poetry recitation its 
primary target. 
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The case of declamation shows that cursilería was not only a question of bad taste, as we 
saw in the previous chapter, but also a linguistic problem. Just as the cultural establishment and 
school system vilified the speech patterns of immigrants and the working classes as anti-castizo, 
they also viewed attempts to imitate the patterns of the lengua culta with contempt, “etiquetada y 
sancionada como cursiparla y como lengua plebeya cuando no se conforma con la condición 
popular de los habitantes” (Di Tullio 548).217 In other words, it was the linguistic version of 
simulation. According to the intellectuals described by Di Tullio, when a working-class or 
foreign-born Argentine attempted to reproduce the speech patterns of educated Argentines, it 
was a failure marred by linguistic “giveaways,” and should therefore be ridiculed. At the height 
of the declamation craze, Caras y Caretas columnist Roxana wrote a brief piece called “¿Qué es 
cursi?” in which she argues that “el hablar con rebuscamiento es siempre cursilería y suele 
degenerar a veces en verdaderos disparates de lenguaje.” In other words, affected language is not 
only in bad taste, but it produces nonsense. Cursi reciters were guilty of the same offenses: 
without the versatility that allowed talented reciters to naturally reproduce a variety of registers 
(an ability that indicated, as we have seen, their social integration), their attempts to fake refined 
manners and speech were ridiculous and revealed their actual lack of taste and class. 
The achievements of successful reciters, especially successful female ones, were all the 
more notable within this context. Berta Singerman, to whom Agustín Remón, writing for Caras y 
Caretas, attributed the invention of declamation as modern entertainment (28), was praised by 
Crítica for her “excelente criterio de selección,” her “ductilidad y sus condiciones interpretativas 
que la señalan como una bella esperanza del teatro nacional” (“Audiciones poéticas,” “Audición 
Berta Singerman”); La Vanguardia described her as “una artista que sabe emocionar sin caer en 
                                                
217 Di Tullio identifies Lugones and Capdevila as the first to write about cursilería in this context. 
 
  267 
rebuscadas efectaciones” (“Audición poética”). When she toured South America the following 
year, Crítica declared that she was “una artista inteligente y culta, dotada de sensibilidad 
extraordinaria. Ha logrado realizar un arte como la declamación poética que en otras manos y en 
otros temperamentos se convierte en un género francamente cursi e inferior” (“Berta 
Singerman”). Similarly, a recital featuring Gloria Bayardo, the wife (and former disciple!) of 
Alemany Villa, was introduced to the newspaper’s readers with the headline: “Cómo se 
digificará el arte de recitar.” Bayardo, like Singerman, was portrayed as an actress of great 
promise, who recited with “tanta alma y naturalidad tal” and showed great versatility (“Como se 
dignifica”). In other words, according to Crítica, Singerman and Bayardo had achieved what 
Villa had not: they managed to expunge cursilería, affectation, and mediocrity from recitation. 
Nevertheless, if Bayardo did find success as a leading lady, Singerman’s transition to acting was 
rocky: she was criticized for an excess of affectation and exaggeration as an actress, a holdover 
from declamation.218 In the end, despite occasional acting jobs on the stage and screen over the 
following decades, Singerman would stick mainly with her declamation. 
 
Despite criticisms of the practice, poetry recitation had become ubiquitous in Argentina by the 
early 1930s, with stars such as Villa, Bayardo, Singerman, Wally Zenner, Mony Hermelo, 
Blanca de la Vega, and Cándida Santa María.219 In a 1929 article in El Hogar, the humorist Luis 
                                                
218 Per Remón: “no desterró de su magnífico instrumento verbal esas inflexiones que en la declamación 
son recursos legítimos, virtudes, en fin, mientras que en la tarea dramática constituyen señales de 
afectación, atentando contra la esencia misma del teatro moderno, que es ante todo, y sobre todo, 
naturalidad” (“Charlas” 54). 
 
219 Wally Zenner, born Julia Wally Zenner, was a reciter and poet, active between the mid-1920s and the 
mid-1930s. She was profiled by Caras y Caretas in 1934 (Di Carlo). Mony Hermelo was a reciter who 
performed on the radio in the 1930s. She was profiled by Caras y Caretas in 1933 (Indarte). Blanca de la 
Vega was a reciter and declamation teacher, at the National Conservatory of Music and Declamation, who 
published Antología de versos y prosas recitables in 1931. Cándida Santa María was a reciter and teacher 
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Pozzo Ardizzi explained that though “la declamación es uno de los males que ha existido en 
todos los tiempos,” the case of poetry recitation, a “vice,” was especially dire (11). His article 
sketches a brief history of the practice, culminating in its popularization over the course of the 
1920s: the young male reciters who, relying more on dashing looks than talent, parlayed their on-
stage success into teaching gigs that generated them income and further publicity; the 
proliferation of reciters on the radio, which “tiene el don de ocultar al que atenta contra los 
demás” and “ha aumentado en un noventa por ciento la ‘fiebra declamatoria’ que padece Buenos 
Aires” (11). (According to Pozzo Ardizzi, “no existe una sola estación transmisora que no cuente 
con un verdadero ‘plantel’ de ‘artistas del recitado” [11].) Now, not only were there so many 
“academias, escuelas e institutos de declamación” that counting them “nos horrorizaríamos ante 
la cifra pavorosa que se daría a conocer,” but in them declamation was so mechanically taught as 
to recall assembly-line production of a shoddy product: “egresan de las mismas verdaderas 
máquinas humanas amaneradas” incapable of varying their intonation and delivery depending on 
the text recited (54). In other words, from the humorist’s perspective, the shameless pursuit of 
profit and multiplication of embarrassingly bad reciters should be considered industrialism, as 
the title of his article states: “La declamación es ya una industria en Buenos Aires.” 
 Indeed, declamation, like other cultural practices that were assimilated by mass culture in 
the period, was not exempt from accusations of industrialization. Back in 1916, Crítica had 
introduced Alemany Villa’s success story with language that hinted at mercantilism, commenting 
that “como ninguno tiene tiempo que perder enseñando a declamar pésimamente poesías de toda 
índole, no faltó un Alemany Villa que descubriera el ignoto filón del que sacaría renombre y 
dinero” and describing the conservatory at which he taught as the site where “se fabrica y 
                                                
of declamation whom Caras y Caretas would profile in both 1928 and 1933 (Nanuk, Di Carlo). Hermelo, 
Zenner, Bayardo, and De la Vega had all been students of Villa. 
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enmohece a fúnebre gloria del melifluo mozo” (“En país”). Now, not only did conservatories 
“fabricate” the fame and fortune of their instructors, but they also mechanically reproduced 
scores of identically bad reciters. Caras y Caretas addressed this issue when they argued that 
reciter Mony Hermelo “tiene, en el arte de la declamación una personalidad. ¿De cuántas 
recitadoras argentinas puede decirse lo mismo?” (Indarte). Evidently, extremely few. 
Villa tried to contest this criticism in the “Caveat” [advertencia] to Chispazos de sol, 
where he attempted to distance himself from certain students, “los peores enemigos de un 
verdadero maestro,” who 
ignorando que para “crear” algo es necesario tener talento creador, se largan no a 
“crear” sino a “criar” escuelas nuevas y sus fatales consecuencias las paga en primer 
lugar el verdadero maestro, pues el público le acacha a él los defectos de aquéllos, 
cuando él por completo es inocente de ello; en segundo lugar los pobres alumnos que le 
salen al flamante profesor, los cuales tienen que asimilar esas cosas, y por último el 
público, el pobre público que debe soportar y que a veces hasta tiene que pagar para 
escuchar a esos esperpentos. (5, his emphasis) 
According to Villa, he would never sanction such money-grubbing behavior, and is certainly not 
guilty of it himself. That he apparently felt the need to publish such a statement, however, 
suggests that many believed the contrary. 
Villa was not the only reciter to mount a defense of the practice. The poet Juan Carlos 
Dávalos, writing in Caras y Caretas in 1928, described recitation tours as “un medio de allegar 
fondos a las faltriqueras vacías, de infundir nuevas esperanzas a los acreedores, de conocer 
nuevos tipos, nuevos ambientes y curarnos un poco del hondo tedio provinciano.” Such tours 
were not only necessary to fend off poverty, but they were also artistically enriching. Indeed, 
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despite his acknowledgement of the economic motivations for the practice, Dávalos attempted to 
reframe it through an aesthetic lens that evoked the figure of the bohemian poet: “Después de 
todo, la jira artística no es precisamente un negocio lucrativo, como piensan los prosaicos 
burgueses, sino una poética aventura cuyas peripecias, a veces ridículas, a veces escabrosas, 
ponen a dura prueba el orgullo, el pundonor y hasta el mérito, siempre relativo, del desdichado 
recitante.” In describing poets as “unfortunate,” Dávalos portrayed them as victims of 
economics: “un sujeto espectacular, tanto como un ventrílocuo, un guitarrista o un mago de la 
prestidigitación; y más que tontos seríamos los vates si, viéndonos aporreados por la fortuna, no 
tuviéramos que resolvernos a la explotación metódica de la curiosidad humana.” If by letting the 
public “exploit” him like a variety act a poet like Dávalos could survive, then “no he de cejar en 
la temeraria, desprestigiante y vulgarísima empresa” (5). Read within the larger cultural narrative 
of the struggling writer, which found expression in the work of writers such as Enrique González 
Tuñón, Elías Castelnuovo, Roberto Arlt, and Leónidas Barletta, Dávalos’s defense of recitation 
seems less hypocritical than desperate. 
If for poets like Dávalos recitation was born of economic necessity, then the supposed 
industrialism characterizing Villa and other recitation entrepreneurs seems all the more unsavory. 
Perhaps the most damning accusation in Pozzo Ardizzi’s article is that many of these self-made 
star reciters and teachers made thousands of pesos for their recitals but did not pay authors for 
usage rights.220 On top of that, they allegedly published anthologies as textbooks without 
securing permission from authors or compensating them for their work. “¿Qué privilegio tiene 
para declamar, imprimir y vender lo que es fruto del ingenio ajeno?” Pozzo Ardizzi asks, with 
clear frustration (54). Though I have no definite evidence of whether Villa was guilty of this, it is 
                                                
220 According to the article, star reciters regularly charged five or more pesos per ground-floor box 
(platea), generating two or three thousand pesos of profit for the event (54). 
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clear that he was concerned about convincing authors that his anthologies were actually good for 
them. In Chispazos de sol, he declares that Cofre de armonías had not only attracted the interest 
of the public, but of authors as well. According to Villa, authors sent him their poems, published 
and unpublished, “pues sus autores no ignoran la eficaz divulgación que en los hogares tiene esos 
libros.” Because the poems were then studied in Villa’s courses and recited at social gatherings, 
he went on to say, the books were “una propaganda viviente de sus respectivos autores” (n. pag.). 
If this was not an attempt to reassure authors that he was not stealing from them, it sure sounded 
a lot like one. The lack of respect for copyright was apparently so widespread that in a 1934 note 
on El herrero armonioso, a new school textbook of poems for declamation, Caras y Caretas 
noted that “hay otro detalle que hace simpática la obra . . . Es la nota referente a los derechos de 
los autores de las composiciones que, según el tenor de ella, serán los primeros que perciban algo 
por la reproducción de sus poesías en una antología” (Eduardo). It was about time. 
 
Though declamation, with its lettered history, had at the beginning of the 1920s been seen as a 
way to culture the masses, its incorporation into mass culture often violated the standards of 
taste, language use, and values that proponents of the practice had expected it to uphold and 
disseminate. Furthermore, if writers had hoped that declamation might make poetry a livable 
profession, most would be disabused of the notion as their work was instead co-opted by 
performers without permission or compensation. From the point of view of writers and 
intellectuals, it was, in many ways, a classic case of the deformation of art by the market—a 
market driven by the cursi taste of young women. 
If for a brief time it had seemed as though declamation might become just another mass 
cultural entertainment, subject more to the market than to politics, by the end of the decade 
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cultural authorities were pushing back against the expansive disorder of the mid-1920s. Though 
record companies still produced recitations in a variety of genres, scenes of cultural mixing and 
urban life had mostly fallen by the wayside, overtaken by representations of rural characters and 
genres, such as the gaucho and pericón, seen to embody Argentine national culture, and patriotic 
recitations for use in classrooms and to celebrate national holidays. Declamation textbooks and 
courses, such as those offered by the National Conservatory of Music and Declamation, 
attempted to further standardize the practice according to their institutional values, which were 
often conservative and nationalist. The work of Cándida Santa María, who published recitation 
anthologies such as El nacionalismo en el arte del bien decir and taught in schools throughout 
the capital and the province of Buenos Aires, was, as Caras y Caretas points out, emblematic of 
this nationalist resurgence; her poetry curriculum was nationally approved and her lessons were 
occasionally broadcast by the University of La Plata’s radio station (Di Carlo). Indeed, the tide 
had begun to shift back toward the cultural guardianship of the state, which reasserted the 
practice’s subordination to national culture. The regulation of radio programming during the 
Infamous Decade, as discussed in the previous section, would further limit the language and 
contents of the recitations that, by that point, were reaching over a million Argentine homes 
nationwide. 
Nevertheless, even as declamation manuals and regulations continued to reinforce the 
standards they saw mass culture profaning, the practice was definitively eclipsed by other 
cultural forms such as film and radio drama. Poetry, after all, though still closely tied to national 
culture, could not compete with their glamor or entertainment value. Of the star declaimers of the 
1920s and early 1930s, only Berta Singerman and Gloria Bayardo would become cultural icons 
and be widely remembered for this art. Though declamation sputtered on into the 1940s, the era 
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in which a young woman aspired to make her name known through poetry recitation had given 
way to a more lucrative dream: becoming a radio drama or film actress. Yet these stardom 
dreams, especially those of young women, generated pushback from creators and critics 






While declamation was undergoing its uneven incorporation into mass culture, popular plays, 
songs, and journalistic writing were grappling with the democratization of opportunities on the 
stage and screen that mass culture produced. Like the advice discourse of the period, these 
narratives express great ambivalence toward ordinary Argentines’ stardom dreams, attempting to 
delimit cultural production according to the standards of language, taste, and comportment 
explored throughout this and previous chapters. Though told in different mediums, many of these 
stories adopted variations on an age-old plot: the cautionary tale. 
 In cautionary tales, a character who violates dominant social norms suffers unpleasant 
consequences. The structure can be put to progressive as well as conservative ends: it can be 
used to highlight and critique unjust social norms or, on the contrary, to uphold hegemonic 
values and condemn those who stray from them (or some ambivalent or contradictory mix of the 
two).221 Because of this ideological function, the cautionary tale is often didactic, whether geared 
toward secular schooling, religious education, or a lay readership.222 It is likely that the 
cautionary tale becomes an especially popular narrative, whether as primary or secondary plot, in 
moments of cultural upheaval, as writers try to make sense of new interpersonal relationships 
                                                
221 For the former, see, for example, the work of Latin American social realists of the 1920s. 
 
222 Compare, for example, with the parable, fable, and apologue. 
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produced by social changes (innovations, demographic shifts, political or ideological upheavals, 
etc.). The rise of mass culture and a consumer society was, of course, one of those moments. 
 Early twentieth-century Argentine mass and popular cultural cautionary tales both 
chronicle the definitive imposition of mass culture as a structuring social force and stake a claim 
for the place of traditional values within that new society. As we have seen, mass culture and 
consumer society emerged in Argentina at a time in which urbanization, secularism, and 
democratization were coming into contact with localism, traditional Catholic values and gender 
roles, and the hegemony of the elite, and the cautionary tale dramatized the tensions between 
these value systems and lifestyles. Not only was mass and popular culture of the period rich in 
cautionary tales, often in melodramatic form, as primary-source research about novelas 
semanales, tango lyrics, and films by Beatriz Sarlo and Matthew Karush reveal, but many 
cautionary tales of the period turned their attention to mass culture itself, and the new 
interpersonal interactions, opportunities for social advancement, and sticky situations it 
generated. Geared toward middle and working-class audiences, these plays, songs, and stories 
suggested that the excessive democratization of fame had led to a proliferation of often talentless 
aspirants who would meet with failure. Though from this perspective cautionary tales about fame 
may seem essentially conservative, they are better understood as attempts to reconcile competing 
ideologies and norms in a period of social flux. 
 Cautionary tales of the period both testify to and cast judgment on a new social reality: 
the foothold that dreams of stardom had achieved in Argentina’s middle and working classes by 
the mid-1910s. Because mass culture both reflected and disseminated a middle-class worldview, 
both to middle and working-class audiences, it is little surprise that the cautionary tales produced 
within this context appraised aspiring performers or writers in relation to bourgeois values and 
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standards of behavior. In other words, cautionary tales attempted to answer the following 
question: Under what circumstances did attempting to become a cultural producer conform with 
or violate middle-class values? Their responses tended to revolve around two issues: the 
valorization of hard work as means of social improvement and the stability of the nuclear family. 
 These narratives frequently portrayed the pursuit of creative aspirations as antithetical to 
the work world. In some instances, this theme played out in the form of characters who left 
practical jobs to try their hand at performing. Julio Escobar described the female subset of this 
group as “chicas sin orientación en la vida, que, alucinadas, sueñan con ser divas, y abandonan 
sus modestas ocupaciones para lanzarse al teatro” (“La rival de la Barrientos”). The titular 
character of the song “La macaneadora” was one such individual: 
Furiosamente enfadada dice doña Bernardina 
que Pancracia, su criada, abandona la cocina 
para buscar una empresa que ofreciéndole dinero 
la haga artista y por sorpresa la quite del fregadero. 
¡Ay, qué gracia, qué gracia, qué gracia, 
 tienen las sirvientas que, como Pancracia, 
van con entusiasmo siguiendo las huellas 
de las que del arte son unas estrellas! 
(Deusdedit and Scordo, qtd. in Sosa Cordero 187-88)223 
Though listeners might not expect the maid to be successful, nor would they be surprised by her 
desire to escape her unsympathetic employer or drudge work. Despite this, the lyricists suggest 
that the maid’s aspirations of becoming a performer are not only ridiculous, but also socially 
                                                
223 Per Sosa Cordero, this song formed part of the repertoire of the estilista criolla Delia Rodríguez. 
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destabilizing: to pursue them, she abandons her job and prescribed social position. In this way, 
by encouraging identification with the character and then questioning her choice, the song offers 
an implicit warning to any listeners contemplating a similar move. 
 This theme was developed in Francisco Ruiz París and Florencio Chiarello’s lighthearted 
play ¡Que salga el autor! (1924). In it, work-averse boarding-house resident Rudecindo (a 
journalist, poet, and author, per his description) eagerly awaits the triumph of his first play to 
turn his life around. When the play begins, he owes his landlady five months’ rent, convinced 
that he will not only be able to pay her back when his play premieres, but that it will make 
Argentine theater history. Encouraged by his neighbors, he practices the speech he will give 
when they clamor for his presence on stage at the premiere. His landlady, however, calls his 
dreams “humo” and “fantasía” and accuses him of being “engañado con la inmortalidad.” When 
she asks why he doesn’t just get a job, Rudecindo self-righteously declares, “¿Trabajar, yo? 
¡Nunca!” To her, this is a “filosofía de atorrante.” 
 The joke will eventually be on Rudecindo: When he appears in the final act after the 
premiere of his play, it clearly went poorly. His head is bandaged, and he is disoriented. Dazedly, 
he recounts what happened: instead of applauding, the audience stomped, shouted, and shrieked; 
one of the actors didn’t know his lines; and the public demanded the author’s head. His night 
ended with a visit to the health clinic. Not only do the writer’s dreams of success not pan out, but 
his failure physically endangers him. The words that at the beginning of the play promised his 
triumph—¡que salga el autor!—have come to represent his resounding failure. Though the play 
ends with laughter and there is no real harm done, the spectator is left with the sense that 
Rudecindo’s deficient work ethic and unrealistic expectations have led him astray. Rudecindo’s 
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creative aspirations, the play suggests, got in the way of his social responsibility to, through 
work, be a productive member of society. 
 In Héctor Pedro Blomberg’s story “Pájaros perdidos,” published in La Novela Semanal, 
the trope of the work-avoiding aspirant was used to revisit (and question) the figure of the 
aesthete. The protagonist of Blomberg’s story is a jobless thirty-year-old who hopes an 
inheritance will allow him to write full-time. Despite his financial straits, “muchas veces él, que 
era inteligente, culto, renunció de buena gana a empleos áridos, a ocupaciones ingratas, pensando 
que un día los restos de la fortuna de su tío le servirían para entregarse a sus ambulaciones de 
artista, para salvarse de los trabajos forzados a perpetuidad que secan el alma de los verdaderos 
soñadores” (49). Though this would-be writer thinks of himself as an “artist” and a “true 
dreamer,” his antipathy toward work reads more as pathetic than principled: without experience 
or a work ethic, “se sabía inútil para todo” (49). 
 By contrasting the image of the aesthete aspirant with that of the professional writer, 
Blomberg’s story suggests that writing as a purely aesthetic, rather than practical, pursuit is 
incompatible with the bourgeois social structure of work and marriage. It is the possibility of 
love and marriage, “desenlace social y moralmente legítimo” within the framework of the novela 
semanal (Sarlo, El imperio 167), that prompts the protagonist to seek employment: having fallen 
for a woman he wants to support, he at last obtains a job at a magazine. Since as Sarlo has 
argued, the novela semanal is a fundamentally conformist genre that “propone la ensoñación en 
el marco de los posibles sociales” (178), his happy ending can only be achieved through 
conformity with the rules of the middle-class work world. 
 Such works, however, could be criticized for failing to adequately call characters out on 
their decisions. This was the case with Luis Rodríguez Acaso’s 1927 sainete En un taller feliz yo 
 
  278 
trabajaba, whose protagonist quits his job to become a playwright, fails, and returns to his job. 
By telling this story badly, La Nación wrote, the play failed to adeptly “ridiculizar las vanidosas 
pretensiones de quienes careciendo de aptitudes y de cultura, se dedican a escribir para la 
escena.” From this perspective, the play’s orderly ending suggested that the protagonist’s 
irresponsible decision had few consequences. If the audience, members of the workforce, took 
this message to heart, they might be more likely to humor their own similar ambitions, or those 
of their family and friends. Bad art thus was socially irresponsible: it had the potential to 
undermine the rule that hard work was the means toward social betterment. 
 César Iglesias Paz’s play El aplauso (1919) juxtaposes the possibilities of success for 
characters of different classes who harbor acting ambitions: Julia, the daughter of a good family 
fallen on hard times; Benito, whom Julia and her mother rescued from the streets when he was a 
child; and Francesca, their Italian maid. While Julia, who has been praised for her amateur 
performances, tries to convince her mother that her acceptance of a well-paid job with a 
reputable director will not sully their good name, Benito practices for an amateur performance in 
which he is soon to debut, sending Francesca into raptures. Julia, however, urges him to forego 
his plans: “Es posible [que tenga vocación]; pero no tienes condiciones. [ . . . . ] Yo que he 
representado con éxito muchas piezas, tengo miedo de fracasar; tú fracasarías seguramente, no te 
hagas ilusiones. Tal vez si la pobreza de nuestra casa no hubiera impedido ilustrarte . . . (78) 
Benito voices a similar caution when, even as he promises the maid that “trabajando conmigo, la 
espera la celebridad, la espera la gloria” (61), he reminds her that she must first acquire certain 
skills: “Ud. tiene que estudiar primero. Sentimiento no le falta, pero le falta la ‘dicción’. [ . . . ] 
La lingua. Tiene que aprender el castellano. Pero Ud. no se aflija, yo se lo voy a enseñar” (75). 
Through the lens of middle-class culture, neither character can hope to succeed as a performer: 
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immigrant Francesca lacks a mastery of the Spanish language, and working-class Benito, the 
education (including in grammar) and training that according to Julia are—or should be—the 
foundation of an acting career. By having Benito point out one of these limitations, the play both 
testifies to a social hierarchy of the period and suggests that working-class Argentines should 
contribute to the national assimilationist project. 
 While the play denies the creative ambitions of both working-class characters, Julia 
enjoys a different fate. If for Benito and Francesca creative success is hindered by limited 
education, Julia faces the obstacle of social prejudice. Deciding that the key to securing her 
mother’s approval is by having their engineering-student tenant, Castro, bring her around to the 
idea, Julia confesses her aspirations to him, only to learn that he is also concerned that her peers 
will look down on her if she becomes an actress. What’s more, he would be jealous of any man 
who admired her on stage. Though it is Julia’s bourgeois upbringing and education that make her 
well-positioned to break into the theater world, it is her family’s current financial straits that, 
ironically, will allow her to overcome that social prejudice: their family and former friends no 
longer care about them now that they are poor. Furthermore, she argues, acting has taught her to 
trust her own judgment rather than be paralyzed by what others think, as her mother is. 
 At last, Julia convinces Castro to persuade her mother of the viability of her plan. He, 
nevertheless, is disappointed, declaring that they both are victims of the theater: he has lost hope 
that she will marry him. Reassuring him, Julia tells him that “me siento feliz, porque me siento 
libre, porque mi horizonte estrecho y miserable que limitaban estas cuatro paredes, se ha vuelto 
un inmenso y rosado horizonte. En él perseguiré anhelante un ideal, tal vez una quimera: ¡el 
arte!” (80). This is the key to Julia’s future: not only does she seek to improve the financial 
situation of her family, but she plans to do so not in search of celebrity or glory (as Benito did), 
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but rather art. Castro should not despair, she says, for he might change his mind about theater, 
perhaps even write her a play: “El aplauso.” Though Castro has not committed to anything at the 
end, the use of the title of Iglesias Paz’s play suggests that Julia’s ambitions and Castro’s marital 
hopes may potentially be reconciled. 
 El aplauso’s arguably optimistic ending vis-à-vis Julia’s future on the stage may be 
unusual among cautionary tales, but it is possible only because certain qualifications are met: 
Julia has an education and talent, the job she is offered is as reputable as any acting job can be, 
she is motivated by an aesthetic ideal, she seeks to protect her family, and her potential marriage 
to Castro would not transgress class boundaries (though now poor, Julia was raised in a 
bourgeois home). If any of these elements were not present, as is the case for Benito and 
Francesca, her acting future would be foreclosed. 
 
El aplauso reminds us that in most cautionary tales, characters’ aspirations violated bourgeois 
values in another way: they threatened family stability. Explored in the Spanish play Las 
estrellas (Arniches) around the turn of the century, this trope was reprised in Argentine plays, 
popular music, and stories. In numerous such narratives, a character’s ambitions created rifts 
between partners or between parents and children. The sainete El debut de la piba (Roberto 
Cayol, 1916), for example, featured a husband whose desire to form a theater company with his 
wife and conventillo neighbors nearly leads to the dissolution of their marriage. Perhaps the most 
common permutation of this trope, however, was that of the young woman breaking up with her 
boyfriend or fiancé when he disapproves of her stage dreams. The threat against family stability 
was economic as well as interpersonal. In La rival de la Barrientos, for example, not only does 
the aspiring singer protagonist end things with her boyfriend to pursue a stage career, but her 
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mother has to sell their house and belongings to finance a debut that ends up being a disaster. By 
linking heterosexual coupledom, the nuclear family, and economic stability, these narratives 
reinforce the bourgeois family as social norm and ideal. 
 Though such narratives suggested that both middle and working-class Argentines were 
obliged to work to support their families, the specific contours of that work differed depending 
on class, especially when it came to women. In a 1917 article about his forthcoming play La 
rival de la Barrientos, Julio Escobar expressed a hope that, seeing it, “alguna de esas cultoras de 
Puccini deja de pensar en quiméricas aventuras de diva y prosigue cultivando las virtudes 
familiares. Hay muchas que saben ‘Tosca’, por ejemplo, y todavía no han aprendido a coserse un 
vestido…” These well-bred young women, in other words, were neglecting their responsibility to 
learn the skills of a good wife and mother, an angel of the house. Roberto Arlt, for his part, 
wondered in 1930 if it would be better if young women with declamatory aspirations instead 
became maids or booksellers (“Mamá, quiero ser artista”).224 The implication was that, lacking 
talent, these young women of modest means would be more socially useful if they had practical 
jobs. While the work of middle-class women did not always entail paid employment, that of her 
working-class counterpart did, in addition to her responsibilities as housewife. 
 Within this value system, which accorded special importance to the wife-mother as 
protector of the family, the home, and its daily economy, a woman’s deviance from this model 
was particularly destabilizing. As we saw in the previous chapter, the trope of the milonguita, the 
little seamstress, or “Margot” identified consumerism and unsavory men as the primary culprits 
of such deviance. Such stories, even when sympathetic to their heroines, offered her only those 
endings that upheld bourgeois values, according to the rules of melodrama: she might either meet 
                                                
224 “Ud. se pregunta a qué diablos irán al conservatorio estas muchachas. ¿No sería mejor que las pusieran 
a fregar pisos? …. ¿No sería mejor que en vez de estudiar declamación siguieran la carrera de tenedoras 
de libros?” 
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an untimely end or redeem herself through rededication to those values (though the black mark 
would never entirely be erased).225 Tales of aspiring female performers generally followed this 
same structure, framing her pursuit of a career on stage as a tale of waywardness. 
 Cautionary tales often invoked the figure of the tonadillera (singer of popular songs) and 
bataclana (chorus girl) to articulate this moral critique. Within this framework, the tonadillera 
and bataclana exemplify the female performer who, lacking talent, has no possibility of success. 
Ángel Greco’s 1923 tango “Hacete tonadillera” (recorded by Carlos Gardel for Odeón 
Argentina) summarized this issue pithily: “Pa’ ser tonadillera / hay que tener buenas gambas.” 
This one-line job requirement was, of course, tongue in cheek: though the tonadillera should be 
able to sing, such criteria were (according to this tango) often not met. Similarly, the bataclana, 
according to García Velloso, “no tiene que haber pisado jamás un escenario; no tiene que saber 
cantar, ni recitar, ni bailar. No tiene más que ser bonita, ser muy joven, estar bien formada y 
saberse pasear por el proscenio con la misma naturalidad picaresca que pasearía en traje de baño 
por las arenas cuando sabe que los hombres la están mirando” (Arte 206). The chorus girl had to 
be pretty, young, and a guileless exhibitionist; no artistic talent was required. In other words, 
these two types represented the emergence of a superficial aesthetic effect (whose synecdoche 
was a lovely pair of legs) that threatened a model of artistic value and success based on expertise, 
selectiveness, originality, and talent. Since it was more difficult to find aesthetic fault with a 
bataclana’s legs than with the performance of an inept singer or actress, critiques of chorus girls 
often shifted from the aesthetic to the moral realm. By framing the case of the female aspirant as 
a tale of waywardness, these narratives implicitly associate aesthetic value with moral 
correctness and market legitimation with dubious morality. 
                                                
225 Sarlo discusses similar outcomes of extramarital sex in the novela semanal (El imperio 135). 
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 These cautionary tales usually portrayed wayward young women less as active agents of 
their own tragic destinies than as victims of their shortcomings as women and of the social actors 
who often conspired against them. Often, as in Gonzálo Bosch’s play En la corriente (1920), 
“Hacete tonadillera,” and Luis María Jordan’s short story “Una bataclana” (Caras y Caretas, 
1927), these stories told of wily men who lured innocents from their homes (and into their beds) 
with a combination of charisma and material luxury. Extending the trope of the passive female 
consumer, they suggested that young women were as easily seduced by consumer goods as they 
were by men: rather than sex selling products, as has become the norm today, in cautionary tales 
it was usually products selling sex. In other words, these young women misinterpreted success to 
be contingent on the accumulation of material possessions, with tragic consequences. 
 Both types of seduction contributed to the downfall of Cora, the middle-class protagonist 
of En la corriente (1920). Goaded on by her alcoholic father and Don Benito, his ladies-man 
friend, Cora breaks off her engagement with Roberto, a medical student, to debut as an actress. 
Though Cora has excelled in her declamation lessons, she realizes that she is a mediocre actress 
and resolves, after six months, to stop acting. Yet she cannot return to her previous life. Without 
the means to support herself, she becomes Don Benito’s mistress (he refuses to marry her) and, 
miserable, takes up morphine. Years later, having left Don Benito, she falls into poverty and 
deeper into her addiction, contemplating suicide and losing her faith. She goes to Roberto’s 
office seeking treatment, but decides that the help that he and his wife offer is not possible, and, 
sobbing, leaves to meet an unknown but certainly tragic fate. 
 Bosch’s play, like the Margot stories, is a tale of seduction by both men and consumer 
goods. Though Cora claims to be pursuing an acting career to resolve her father’s financial woes, 
Roberto is certain that she is actually enamored of the luxury it promises: “¡Para salvar a tu padre 
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de la ruina! ¿Por qué me engañas? ¿Por qué quieres engañarte? . . . . ¿Y tú crees que con ese 
sueldo puedes levantar esta casa que se cae sola? No… tú no lo crees. A ti lo que te espanta es mi 
mañana dudoso. . . ¡y lo que te seduce es el lujo!” (act 1). Don Benito tries to play on this love of 
luxury when he reminds an unhappy Cora that “yo te llevé al teatro porque creí en tu triunfo. . . 
porque te quise librar de una vida burguesa, de privaciones y sacrificios. . . ¡Fracasaste!. . . Te 
retiré entonces y te puse en esta suntuosa casa, en donde hemos vivido durante cuatro años, no 
faltándote ni joyas, ni vestidos, ni automóvil” (act 3). Now Cora, having realized that these 
superficial trappings of status are meaningless when she has lost her dignity, is unswayed. 
Indeed, the play suggests that luxury does not merely represent a type of consumption and 
lifestyle out of reach for the middle class; more importantly, it represents a model of facile social 
ascent that stands in contrast to middle-class values of hard work.226 Roberto’s words and his 
happy ending remind the spectator that while the middle-class model of social ascent through 
hard work may take longer and the economic payoff may be less certain, it reaps the greater 
rewards of love and happiness, guaranteed through marriage. 
 The luxury-flashing Don Juans of such stories were not the only architects of their 
protagonists’ downfalls; often, their own families were guilty. Such families included the stage-
mother of La rival de la Barrientos, who recalls Sosa Cordero’s description of such women as 
often being “blandas y calculadoras confidentes de los caprichos de sus protegidas” (188);227 the 
protagonist’s family in “Una bataclana,” who make no effort to find her when she disappears to 
Buenos Aires; Cora’s father in En la corriente, who (in her words) “me ha dejado caer para 
seguir viviendo su vida indigna” (act 3) This last play contains perhaps the most damning 
                                                
226 “Hacete tonadillera” echoes this timeframe when its narrator tells the potential tonadillera that “Así 
que, desde mañana, / derechita pa’ el ensayo / verás como hacemos vento / en menos que cante un gallo.” 
 
227 “Eran en unos casos verdaderas lobas defendiendo a sus cachorras de la estulticia ambiente, y en otros, 
blandas y calculadoras confidentes de los caprichos de sus protegidas…” 
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indictment of the family and friends of the unfortunate protagonist: “¿Por qué se interpusieron 
malas personas en mi vida?. . .  ¿Por qué los que tenían el deber de defenderme no lo hicieron? 
¿Qué sabía yo del mundo? [. . .] Mis sentimientos son puros. . .  toda mi vida es una continua 
contradicción con mis instintos, pero yo no tengo la culpa. . . los culpables fueron otros, seres 
viles. . . malvados, que desviaron mi vida. . .” (act 4) From Cora’s perspective, she has been lead 
astray by the very authority figures who were supposed to protect her—worst of all, her father. 
By identifying the guilt of the family members who let young women go astray, cautionary tales 
reaffirmed the importance of the family (and by extension, family home) as refuge from sinful 
city life. 
 
The popular film school subgenre of the género chico, as Última Hora pointed out in 1919, 
explored familiar themes of materialism, industrialism, morality, and victimization in a new 
setting.228 Telling behind-the-scenes stories about acting academies and conservatories, these 
plays suggested that many of the institutions that fomented Argentines’ performance dreams 
were not only fraudulent but also hotbeds of immoral behavior.  
 This fraudulence resulted from the rapaciousness and insincerity of their directors and 
instructors: a desire to make a profit, first and foremost. This issue was dramatized in Rafael José 
De Rosa and Armando Discépolo’s well-reviewed comedy Conservatorio “La Armonía” (1917), 
in a scene in which the co-directors of the school disagreed about whether their job mandated 
honest evaluation of students or insincere flattery: while one considers the latter a “scam” 
(chanchullo), the other maintains that he is just doing what is best for the business. 
                                                
228 “Si la aplicación del tema tiene alguna novedad actual, el tema en sí es muy viejo” (Rev. of Fábrica de 
estrellas). 
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LAFO.—Pero, caramba, yo no veo el delito. Este pobre señor se viene de Catriló con la 
santa ilusión de hacer cantar como un jilguero a un chimanguito que ha encontrado entre 
el pasto y los novillos y yo no tengo el corazón tan duro para desengañarlo. Sería darle un 
disgusto morrocotudo. 
FRAN.—Ya. . . e se hace pagare el buen corazón, cien pesos al més. 
LAFO.—Pero, ¿no ha visto que es un estanciero que quiere tirar la plata para darse un 
gusto?. . . ¿Y le voy a cobrar menos, de cien pesos al mes para enseñarle música a ese 
fiandú? ¿No ha oído que ha dicho: hay plata!. . . hay plata! ¿Y qué vamos a esperar?. . . Y 
hay plata y nos necesitan. . . vengan de ahí. . . 
FRAN.—Amigo, con esa escuela, antonces agarramos no trabucco cada uno e salimo a la 
campaña a asaltar a la gente. 
LAF.—¡Y ya lo creo!. . . ¿Acaso es preferible morirse apolillado sobre un catre, que salir 
a la calle a defender la vida con un trabuco en la mano diciendo: ¿por aquí no pasa nadie?  
While Lafont sees himself as a fighter who obliges willing customers, San Francesco thinks that 
this deception is equivalent to mugging innocent passersby. 
 Later portrayals of similar characters clearly supported the second interpretation. The 
instructors in the 1919 sainete Fábrica de estrellas (Alberto and Mario Rada) were, according to 
Última Hora, “falsos maestros—en realidad distinguidos deportistas del crimen—que por un 
precio variable se comprometen a fabricar estrellas con carne de costureras” (Rev. of Fábrica). 
The newspaper suggested not only that the mercantile staff produced stars out of the primary 
material of seamstresses, but that this attitude should be considered criminal. The 1932 sainete 
La Rival de Greta Garbo (J. Osvaldo Sosa Cordero and Manuel A. Meaños) offered a window 
into this industrial process: instructor feedback was limited to empty praise and reminders about 
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the numbered gestures corresponding to each emotion according to declamation and elocution 
guides. Their practice, in other words, recalls Pozzo Ardizzi’s description of industrialized 
declamation, where massification carries both connotations and actual instances of criminality. 
In La Rival, the deception was taken to the extreme: the directors of the film school plan to flee 
with their $3700 monthly earnings (they charge $20 a month for tuition and $4 per headshot) 
when they are supposed to produce a finished film. 
 The problem of fraudulent acting academies caught the attention of cultural 
commentators beyond the theater world. Writers argued that actors were born, not made: 
according to Arlt, acting was a vocation, like being a writer or a scoundrel, not something that 
could be taught in school.229 According to this logic, any institution that purported to train people 
to be film stars could not reasonably deliver on that promise. Indeed, as local film actor Walter 
pointed out in a letter published by Última Hora in 1929, even the film schools created by 
studios like Paramount and UFA had been unsuccessful, attracting hoards of aficionados but 
producing only one memorable star. Clearly, many aspiring film actors had not yet gotten the 
message—or were busy heeding the casting calls the newspaper was putting out that same year. 
 Such was the disrepute of these institutions that it became standard practice in the press 
to refer to them with scare quotes, as “academias” cinematográficas. In other words, film 
schools were portrayed as scams that preyed on gullible Argentines, and their directors as 
“explotadores,” “parásitos del arte,” “sin escrúpulos,” and “buscavidas.”230 Arlt, to hammer the 
message home, frames his article as a how-to guide on swindling silver-screen hopefuls: its 
subtitle is “Cómo se engaña a los ilusos.” “¿Quiere usted enriquecerse sin trabajar, aunque no 
sepa leer ni escribir?” he asks to open the article. “Organice una ‘academia’ cinematográfica, 
                                                
229 Arlt, “Las ‘academias’ cinematográficas;” see also Walter. 
 
230 Walter; Arlt, “¿Soy fotogénico?” 
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ponga avisos en los diarios, y a la semana tendrá cuenta corriente en más de un Banco: tal será la 
cantidad de chifladas y chiflados que irán de buen modo a entregarle el dinero” (68). The 
directors entice students with the promise of fame and fortune, but instead, as the aforementioned 
plays dramatize, offer deficient instruction from untrained teachers who care only about profit. 
Though Arlt claims that he does not want to moralize, he feels compelled to reveal the truth: a 
case of infuriating “inmoralidad comercializada” (70). 
 Cautionary tales told in the género chico also tie the immorality of film schools, which 
Arlt and Walter attribute to dishonest business practices, to their destabilization of the family and 
female honor. Though these plays ridicule male immigrant and working-class aspiring actors 
from time to time, their primary focus are the working and middle-class women who leave their 
jobs and partners to act. Whether motivated by a desire to escape drudge work and an 
irresponsible spouse or informed by innocent gullibility, cautionary tales portrayed this choice as 
a violation of the values of domestic womanhood: honor, economy, love of family. Not only was 
a woman neglecting her duty as angel of the house, but in doing so, she lost the protection of 
family and home: displaced from this supposedly safe realm, she was exposed to indignities such 
as advances from academy staff. Despite their warnings about the immorality of film academies, 
plays like En la corriente and La Rival de Greta Garbo were not optimistic about the safety of 
the home either: where both protagonists are led astray by sweet-talking men who visit them in 
their homes, they suggested that these dangers had invaded the private sphere itself. 
 Though they usually portrayed their female protagonists as victims, cautionary tales did 
not let them off scot-free. Even when a story showed pity toward the hapless protagonist, she 
always suffered for her missteps, as melodrama dictated. El Diario, for example, noted of En la 
corriente that “fluye de toda la obra un sentimiento de piedad para la heroína, más atolondrada 
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que mala, más engañada que viciosa” (Rev. of En la corriente), but despite this, Cora suffers the 
collapse of her youthful ambitions, the shame of becoming a mistress, a debilitating addiction, 
depression, and poverty. The protagonist of “Una bataclana,” having lost her way in the seedy 
theater world “como una mariposa que gira alrededor de un faro” (135), suffers a similarly harsh 
punishment: tuberculosis. 
 When their redemption is possible, it is achieved through the reaffirmation of the values 
of domestic womanhood. Julia, the virtuous young woman lead astray in Fábrica de estrellas, 
manages to escape the clutches of the lecherous academy directors through her innate goodness 
and the guidance of the employee inspired by her virtue to become a better man. In La Rival de 
Greta Garbo, the directors get their comeuppance when their female pupils discover the scam 
and steal back the $3700 sum for the defrauded students; the play ends with them returning to 
their husbands and their conventillos. In “Una bataclana,” this atonement narrative was explicitly 
Catholic, following the steps of recognition, contrition, confession, and a rededication to 
Christian values. At the mountain sanatorium where she is being treated for consumption, the 
protagonist falls in love with a young man dying from the disease. Now, after his death, she is a 
sister of charity, “una hermana ejemplar, llena de las más nobles virtudes evangélicas.” Love and 
suffering have, the story tells us, purified her heart; she will have a better life in heaven. In the 
end, the protagonists of these stories all reaffirm the bourgeois worldview’s belief that women 
should be virtuous, protectors of the home, family, and domestic economy, and (often) Catholic. 
 In short, whether their protagonists were men or women, cautionary tales ended with the 
restoration of social order: an order founded upon both traditional values and the ideal of the 
bourgeois family. For men, this implied returning to or finding a practical job that would allow 
him to provide for his family; for women, it entailed the reaffirmation of values of domestic 
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womanhood and, for working-class women, an acceptance of their responsibility to contribute to 
the family through a sensible paid position as well. Such endings, whether tragic or comic, 
identify the cautionary tale as, in many ways, a profoundly conformist genre that, despite 
sympathy toward those suffer misfortune after transgressing social norms, ultimately stop short 
of criticizing the existing social order.231 
 
These cases remind us that cautionary tales, like the novelas semanales analyzed by Sarlo, were 
often profoundly didactic (see Sarlo, El imperio 178); as was the rule in melodrama, these 
cautionary tales “taught lessons in how to survive by adapting to conventional morality” (Karush 
86). Plays about aspirations to the stage or screen had the potential to be, as critics noted, both 
entertaining and educational: by couching their lessons in an entertaining format, they could 
warn audiences, especially young women, of the deceptions orchestrated by acting academies 
and the authority figures in their lives as well as of the moral dangers lurking in the 
entertainment world. In En la corriente, Cora being an ingénue does not spare her; rather, as El 
Diario argued, “con el escarmiento en cabeza ajena, [la obra] señala el buen camino”: by the end 
of the play, Cora knows she would have been better off if she had married Roberto, and sees 
what that life might have been like when, visiting his successful medical practice, she meets his 
wife and child. 
 Educating mass audiences about the dangers that the excessive democratization of 
opportunity within mass culture could pose to their families and financial security was key to 
upholding the bourgeois social structure in the face of large-scale social change. Though 
cautionary tales did not necessarily address the question of whether individuals already inclined 
                                                
231 This is Sarlo’s argument about the novela semanal. 
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to shirk responsibilities were likely to develop misplaced creative ambitions or whether, on the 
contrary, creative aspirations caused hardworking individuals to neglect their responsibilities, 
they did seem to agree that education was the key to preventing both situations. Thus, if 
working-class characters were particularly likely to fall for the false advertising of film 
academies, it was not because of any innate inferiority, but rather because they did not have the 
privilege of an education that would teach them better discernment. When it came to women, 
however, cautionary tales portrayed them as being, intrinsically, particularly susceptible to the 
siren call of the stage and screen. More than any other group, they needed to be warned about the 
dangers of entertainment culture. In this sense, cautionary tales are not only didactic, but also 
paternalistic toward women. 
 Theater critics, however, did not always agree about whether such messages came across 
clearly, or were even intentional. La Razón, for example, called Bosch’s play a “conmovedora 
historia y, además, edificante. Por el interés con que la parte femenina del público de anoche 
siguió el desarrollo de la pieza, pudo colegirse que no falló el propósito ejemplarizador del 
comediógrafo, si tal propósito hubo” (my emphasis). While commentators like Arlt and Walter 
explicitly framed their analyses of film schools as exposés of unsavory practices, evidently 
reviewers were not always certain that playwrights intended their plays to be experienced as 
cautionary tales.232 Theater critics, in short, did not seem to have faith that playwrights were 
significantly less mercantile than film academy directors: they assumed that for playwrights, the 
educational value of the plays was always subordinate to their crowd-pleasing efforts through 
entertainment. It was up to the theater critic to upend that hierarchy and reaffirm the educational 
                                                
232 Another case of this critical skepticism appears in the La Montaña review of Fábrica de estrellas, 
where they referred to the play as an “obra sin pretensión, hecha para entretener a un público que quiere 
reir una hora y que puede, sin embargo, aprender la verdad de esa vida de las academias cinematográficas. 
Una obra que debían ver las nenas y los bebés que aspiran aclipsar a las estrellas del arte mudo. Pequeña 
enseñanza que hemos querido adivinar entre tanto brochazo gordo.” 
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value of the play. In this sense, these professional writers were asserting the importance of 
specialization and expertise in the face of the increasing democratization of cultural production. 
* * * 
If, on the one hand, the structure and didacticism of such cautionary tales points to the genre’s 
conformism, on the other, they did not merely confirm the valorization of family, economy, and 
faith. Indeed, cautionary tales about aspiring writers and performers also disseminated an entirely 
different educational message, one which may be glimpsed in the ending of La Rival de Greta 
Garbo. After the female pupils steal back the tuition money from the film academy scammers, 
the play ends with their reunion with their husbands and a happily-ever-after kiss, which they 
force one of the directors to film. Though the scene will not make it into cinemas (there is, after 
all, no film in the camera), by emulating a typical silver-screen ending the scene suggests that 
mass culture has so impregnated all of Argentine society that it structures and stylizes everyday 
life. By the 1930s, it was difficult, if not impossible, to imagine a happy ending without the 
Hollywood-esque happily-ever-after. From this perspective, Garbo’s rival was not the aspiring 
actress protagonist of the play, but rather local comic star Olinda Bozán, who shines in the play 
as lead actress of her own theater company—Última Hora refers to the “lucimiento” of Bozán in 
their review (qtd. in La Rival). Bozán’s success, indeed, was due not only to her sharp powers of 
observation, but also to her performing in roles that suited her style, shaped by her start in the 
circus, her brash personality, and her piquant humor.233 In other words, it was based on the 
development of her innate talent and individual personality. Even though no one would describe 
her art as refined, her success was indisputable. Thus, even while the play questions the validity 
                                                
233 See Palacios 79, “Olinda Bozán.” 
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of stardom dreams for its working-class protagonists, through Bozán’s success, their dream is 
reaffirmed. 
 In other words, such stories about aspiring performers and writers were didactic in this 
way as well: despite the cautionary tales they tell, their production within the mass cultural 
apparatus reinforces, on a metanarrative level, the possible happy ending of such aspirations. In 
other words, the stars of such plays, the singers of such songs, and the writers of such stories are 
all evidence that triumph is not impossible. Even when it seemed unlikely that audience 
members could do the same, they could experience that success vicariously through the star turns 
of performers themselves. The success stories of celebrity profiles, guidance to aspiring creators 
in advice discourse, and opportunities to connect with cultural authorities (and audiences) 
through contests thus found their echo in cautionary tales. By implicitly confirming narratives of 
success despite their warnings of failure, cautionary tales encouraged Argentines to participate 
even more completely in mass culture. In maintaining this unresolved tension between the 
democratization and limitation of opportunity, Argentine mass culture of the period could sustain 
itself with the consumption of promises that were, almost always, just out of reach. 
 




In the Mateo Booz short story “Luto pesado,” published in 1944 in the collection Gente del 
litoral (leyendas, supersticiones y costumbres de campos), mass culture clashes with traditional 
values.234 The story recounts the intrigue caused in a Santa Fe town when, after fourteen years of 
marriage, Aquilino Romero and Maruca Claramonte (“de las Claramonte de la calle Amenábar”) 
suddenly separate. The split of what seemed like such an exemplary and well-matched couple 
confounds their friends and neighbors, all of whom try, without success, to discover the secret 
behind their separation. Finally, when Aquilino gets drunk at his retirement party, he reveals the 
story of the break-up: His wife, who follows a family tradition that women go into deep 
mourning after a family member’s death, was incensed that he went to see a Greta Garbo film 
fifteen days after her mother’s death. When Aquilino’s attempt to reaffirm his respect for his late 
mother-in-law failed, he lashed out, criticizing the absurdity of her four-year mourning period, 
“una costumbre provinciana, anacrónica y estúpida” (110), and accusing her of her own crime: 
laughing in bed with Nasute Pedernera, the hero of the Arturo Cancela novel she’d been reading 
while he was at the movies. This accusation was the final straw, precipitating their separation. 
In a series of articles published in El Mundo in the 1930s, Roberto Arlt wrote about how 
film had begun to disrupt Argentine customs and traditions. We have seen how, in several of his 
articles, he ridicules misplaced artistic aspirations and unmasks the fraudulence of certain film 
academies, then in vogue in Buenos Aires, laying bare the shift from aesthetic vocation to 
dilettantism and (oft-criminal) industrialism. In other articles, he argues that film’s disruption of 
traditional ways of life was especially true when it came to romantic relationships and desire. 
                                                
234 Mateo Booz was the pseudonym of the Santa Fe writer Miguel Ángel Correa. 
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“Insensiblemente, el cine está creando una atmósfera de disconfirmidad en las mujeres y en los 
seres de ambos sexos,” he wrote in 1931. 
El cine siempre representa el éxito, la belleza, la elegancia, el amor, la libertad; el cine, 
casi siempre, idealiza la vulgaridad (cierto que de un modo falso) pero, de tal manera, que 
hoy por hoy, los libros escritos para inquietar a la gente, producen menos resultado que 
una película. Una película de amor con una dactilógrafa que llega a millonaria, arrebatada 
por una gran pasión, le amarga más la vida a una mujer, que cien libros de teorías que no 
leerá jamás. (“El cine y las costumbres” 81-82) 
To Arlt, film’s success stories, conspicuous consumption, and happy endings were not only 
generally tasteless, but, more importantly, engendered spectator dissatisfaction with their own 
lives. Even if these accusations were not new to cultural critique, here, Arlt added that film 
promoted these problems more than the written word. He seems to suggest that this may be 
because film is more accessible than print: though books had the power to upend ways of 
thinking, they required more effort to consume; and film, as an audiovisual medium, might make 
a greater impression on spectators than even scandalous stories told textually. 
If these effects of film had first been felt in Buenos Aires, by the early 1930s, Arlt wrote 
in another article, they were transforming life in the provinces as well. In provincial towns where 
“hay poco dinero para comprar libros, y la lectura requiere una imaginación cultivada, 
innecesaria ante el espectáculo cinematográfico,” film was reshaping how Argentines saw the 
world: “el cine está creando las modalidades de una nueva psicología en el interior” (“El cine y 
estos pueblitos” 109, 111). By introducing the “revolucionaria” idea of (relative) sexual 
liberation “en estos pueblos atrasados” (109), film was, indeed, having a modernizing effect that 
was out of sync with small-town life—perhaps even more so with the European or American 
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films that constituted the majority of those screened in Argentina. It was inevitable, wrote Arlt, 
that young people would begin to say: “No, así no se puede seguir viviendo. Hay que tratar de 
resolver esto” (111). He identified film-inspired desire—whether, as here, sexual, or, as in his 
prior article, more varied, tied to beauty, taste, consumption, and wealth—as a potential catalyst 
of change, though as he admits, he does not yet know what results such change will yield (111). 
In Booz’s story, the outcome is nothing less than the destabilization of marriage. The 
fateful break between the protagonist and his wife, after all, occurred when Aquilino, on his way 
home, walked by the aptly named local cinema, “Cine Empire,” his eyes catching on a poster of 
the current attraction: “Greta Garbo, tendida en un diván,” where she “ostentaba sus aptitudes 
para los arrebatos pasionales,” like “una estatua de nieve en cuyo interior guarda un explosivo 
listo para estallar” (108)—what Antonio Portela Lopa reads as her body “ofrecido como una 
mercancía revitalizadora de las pasiones apagadas por lo amargo de lo cotidiano” (122). Indeed, 
if Aquilino describes himself as an “admirador platónico” of the star, it is only because “(no 
puedo serlo de otra manera)” (108): the medium of film and the distance between Hollywood 
and Buenos Aires does not permit the realization of his desire, only the catharsis of shedding 
verklempt tears and the “mezcla de gozo y tribulación que me producen las buenas películas 
dramáticas” (108). Nevertheless, the dissolution of his marriage does localize Hollywood in 
Argentina:235 the chain of events catalyzed by Aquilino’s irrealizable desire for Garbo has local, 
even intimate consequences. For Portela Lopa, Aquilino’s “gran falta, por lo tanto, no reside en 
el acto de acudir al cine, sino en exponerse a las licenciosas vidas de los personajes 
cinematográficos, condenables desde el punto de vista moral. El séptimo arte adquirió el valor de 
                                                
235 This idea is inspired by María Gabriela Mizraje’s reading of Nicolás Olivari’s work about film (35-36). 
Olivari, writes Mizraje, “busca explicar cómo son vistos los actores desde aquí, cómo el cine irrumpe en 
la vida cotidiana y paralelamente cómo se cotidianiza la excepcionalidad admirable que el cine presenta” 
(35). Jason Borge also discusses this idea in relation to Olivari, referring to it as a “naturalization” of 
Hollywood celebrities (270-71). 
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tentación y, si bien era socialmente aceptado como un divertimiento, en los patrones morales 
íntimos no tenía cabida” (123). In other words, for that critic the story dramatizes the conflict 
between cinema, and especially the femme fatale (both in character and as celebrity), and the 
traditional Catholic values that still ruled the story’s provincial town. According to this reading, 
film functions as the “diablo tentador” Arlt made it out to be (“El cine y estos pueblitos” 109). 
In other stories, Argentine writers explored the repercussions of film’s irruption into 
everyday life. The protagonist of “Miss Dorothy Phillips, mi esposa,” published in 1919 by 
Horacio Quiroga in La Novela del Día, upends his life to travel from Buenos Aires to Los 
Angeles to realize his dream of marrying a film star, but when all seems to be coming to a happy 
ending, the narrator reveals that it has all been a dream. In some stories, these consequences were 
more dire. In Quiroga’s “El espectro,” the protagonist dies at the barrel of a gun intended as 
protection from his beloved’s deceased husband, a film star whose on-screen presence seemed to 
accuse them of defiling his memory. Though the protagonist is, unlike in the other Quiroga story, 
able to overcome the distance between his South American home and Hollywood through his 
friendship with an actor and his wife, it is this intimacy that catalyzes his tragic end. In Enrique 
González Tuñón’s “El amante de Bárbara La Mar,” a film enthusiast obsessed with the titular 
star drowns himself when he realizes that his desire can never become reality. Through their tales 
of impossible or tragic romance with film stars—perhaps the most exemplary desire-bearing 
objects of capitalism—such stories stage and elaborate a critique of the unrealizable intimacy 
and desire typical not only of the star system, but of mass culture as a whole. 
In Booz’s story, however, the new cultural dynamic has not one, but two nodes: film and 
literature. While Aquilino has been lusting after Greta Garbo at the cinema, the era’s most 
popular site of public entertainment, Maruca has been reading popular fiction in bed: the most 
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personal space in the home, and the locus of heterosexual marriage. From Aquilino’s point of 
view, if one accepts the absurd claim that “lagrimear en el cine con Greta Garbo importaba 
vilipendiar la respetable memoria de la extinta,” then one can argue that Maruca has behaved 
even more objectionably: she spent the evening laughing in bed with a man, the protagonist of 
her book, referred to not by its full title, but by the name of its eponymous protagonist, Nasute 
Pedernera (“mucho más vilipendia se cometía riendo en la cama con Nasute Pedernera”) (110). 
Indeed, she, too was so pleasurably distracted by her entertainment that she did not, as Aquilino 
expected, censure him for arriving home so late (108). To read the story solely in relation to film, 
then, only tells a partial account of the tensions in play. 
Nasute Pedernera is the hero of Arturo Cancela’s novel Film porteño: “Diario de Nasute 
Pedernera,” published in 1933 by Librerías Anaconda. Cancela’s novel, framed as the diary of 
its protagonist, follows Nasute from his school years to adulthood, fragmentarily narrating his 
various failed jobs and adventures, until his eventual descent into madness. The novel holds no 
genre or party loyalties, instead borrowing from different genres and registers in an irreverent, 
when not acerbic critique of Argentine society and politics, from empty campaign promises and 
political inaction to the secret ballot and the Radical governments. In Cancela’s novel, Argentine 
life, from interpersonal relationships to education and (especially) politics, has been subsumed to 
the logic of mass cultural spectacle, such that no true change can ever occur.236 
Nasute himself is a creature of mass culture: “yo nací en un suelto de ‘La Nación’ el 9 de 
diciembre de 1929, pero nací ya adulto y con ideas propias” (89).237 Not only was he born of 
                                                
236 One of the principal laws of Argentine politics is, according to Nasute, “Plus ça change, plus c’est la 
même chose.” See 23-24. 
 
237 As Rodríguez Pérsico notes, the character created by a La Nación journalist exceeds the limit of his 
own fictional status: he not only diarizes his own existence, but, at one point, is tracked down by this 
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newsprint, but he is “un periodista nato” who “se apasiona por los asuntos públicos mucho más 
que por los suyos propios, y sin ser político, ni hombre de negocios, ni ‘sportsman’, ni 
arquitecto, ni asesino, se interesa por la política, los empréstitos, el resultado de las carreras, la 
caída de las cornisas y el estado de las investigaciones sobre el último crimen” (25). His 
dilettantism is so extreme, in fact, that he is incapable of keeping the information he reads 
straight, inadvertently creating ridiculous mash-ups of fashion and politics. He shares his ideas 
(“como todos los hombres jóvenes que tienen una gran vida interior”) in the form of a diary, 
whose private character “es como la de las vidas de las actrices de cinematógrafo: la intimidad 
más pública que darse pueda” (25). Indeed, he purposefully forgets his diary wherever he goes, 
and when he recovers it, assumes that the person returning it to him has read it and, if they have 
not, reads passages aloud to them. Nasute thus dramatizes both the transformation of reality into 
spectacle and the publication of private life, revealing both to be fundamentally absurd. And, as 
the title of the novel suggests, this is the current state of porteño life: mass culture has conflated 
private life (represented by the diary) and public entertainment (as in film). At the same time, 
mass culture—here, print culture—serves as a medium to critique those circumstances. 
So when Maruca is laughing in bed with Nasute Pedernera, this is her bedmate. In some 
ways, the pairing seems apt: Cancela’s novel occasionally coincides with traditionalist or 
conservative politics, and expresses skepticism about the effects of mass culture on Argentine 
life. Ultimately, however, while in the novel all ideologies and customs are fair game for 
critique, Maruca is steadfastly traditional and, like the other women in her Santa Fe town, does 
not think critically about inherited culture. For these women, mourning has become a 
performance, involving a dress code, strict rules, and codes of behavior, including, for example, 
                                                
cronista when readers are asking after him (“Arturo Cancela” 93). It bears noting that Cancela worked for 
La Nación’s literary supplement, so it is possible his novel also appeared in print there. 
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displaying “las expresiones de uso para las visitas de pésame” (104). Tradition, the narrator 
suggests, may be just as much a simulation or spectacle as mass culture.238 With this hint that 
Maruca and these townswomen may not be the most reliable judges of their own culture, the 
reader doubts whether Maruca is indeed consuming Nasute’s tale critically or merely laughing 
uncontrollably and unthinkingly at it. The image of Maruca racked by laughter until her jaw 
hurts (as she tells her husband) echoes theater critics’ portrayal of popular audiences, only while 
in that case their childlike mentality is to blame for their emotional excess, here the character’s 
gender seems to be at fault. In the universe of Booz’s story, women, even when they disapprove 
of imported mass culture and its risqué sexuality, are not conscientious critics of mass culture; on 
the contrary, they act as passive female consumers who require male guidance. No adequate such 
guidance is present within the universe of Booz’s story; it is only the author who can subtly 
suggest that they have gone astray. 
Where neither mass cultural production nor tradition seems to be in the right, the only 
winner is information itself. Portela Lopa reads the story’s switch to first person as Aquilino tells 
his tale as a “tono confesional” that highlights the conflict between Catholic and Hollywood 
values (122), and it is true that Aquilino claims to submit his actions to the tribunal of his peers, 
for moral judgment (106). We can, however, see another discursive effect here, which further 
complicates the relationship between mass culture and tradition. Indeed, Aquilino tells his story 
as if reading lines, “como si un oculto apuntador se las dictara” (106). When he finishes, the first 
reaction of several witnesses is to declare: “¡Qué papelón!” (110). With Aquilino’s retelling, the 
reader is brought into an intimate circle that is at the same time an audience, with whom 
                                                
238 This is hinted at early in the story when the narrator describes Aquilino and Maruca’s marriage as a 
spectacle: “El espectáculo de tanta felicidad decidió a más de un soltero recalcitrante a unirse a la 
coyunda del matrimonio” (104). 
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confession becomes public and gossip a performance; his confession, then, becomes a sort of 
journalistic tell-all, of the sort a celebrity might publish through the intermediary of his publicist. 
At the end of the story, information wins out, making private misfortune public. Even as 
several of those present help Aquilino lie down after his drunken show, “otros comensales 
marchaban presurosamente a llevar también la revelación a conocimiento de sus mujeres” (111). 
This moment is a triumph for the townspeople, who had “pocas veces [aplicaron] mayor empeño 
en inquirir algo que a nadie, fuera de los protagonistas, debía importar gran cosa” (104). Booz’s 
story, in effect, suggests that despite the seeming incompatibility of small-town and mass 
cultural value systems, the tradition of gossip has primed such towns for incorporation into mass 
culture. Indeed, perhaps the townspeople’s “deseo apremiante de conocer el origen del conflicto” 
(104) suggests a core desire of mass culture: that of securing access to any information that 
might be noteworthy. Having learned Aquilino and Maruca’s secret, “advertían todos, en lo 
íntimo, la satisfacción de haberse adueñado del secreto” (110). This knowledge, expressed 
through the language of property and ownership, was the means to the townspeople’s happiness. 
It was, of course, the direction mass culture would take in the following decades. 
* * * 
Even as Argentine culture grappled with the effects of mass culture on daily life, the country was 
entering one of the most politically tumultuous and violent eras in its modern history. The 
military coup of 1930 toppled a flawed but democratically elected government for the first of 
several times in modern Argentine history, inaugurating a period of ultraconservative, often 
repressive politics known as the Infamous Decade, which came to an end only with another 
military coup in 1943. Less than three years later, one of the leaders of the new military 
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government, Juan Domingo Perón, would ascend to the presidency, becoming one of the most 
iconic political figures in twentieth-century history. 
 Mass culture was not absent from these political transformations. Not only was the press 
a key voice calling for Hipólito Yrigoyen’s ouster in 1930, but it is hardly surprising that it did 
so or that the public responded positively to its call: on the one hand, fulminating against the 
president fueled the accelerating and increasingly sensationalist news cycle; and on the other, 
Yrigoyen’s government, despite its leader’s grandiloquent style, could not fulfill Argentine 
desires for variety, for something for every taste—a solution to each Argentine’s demands. In a 
sense, the 1930 coup reveals how mass cultural institutions had understood and responded to 
Argentine desires better than any other institution of the period: after all, they had been 
instrumental in instilling those desires in Argentine publics and consumers since the turn of the 
century. Furthermore, it suggests the extent to which democratic participation in the political and 
cultural sphere had become intertwined, even mixed up. 
 Over the course of the Infamous Decade, right-wing politics would push back against the 
secularism, democratic values, cosmopolitanism, and liberalization of social mores that mass 
culture had helped promote. This crusade was not, however, discontinuous with mass culture of 
the previous decades; rather, it amplified, through State regulation and censorship (helped along 
by politicians like Gustavo Martínez Zuviría—our old friend Hugo Wast), conservative values 
that had always coexisted, within mass culture, with more liberal ones.239 
 Nor does Perón’s rise to power represent a complete break within this cultural trajectory. 
“Si la convocatoria de Perón fue exitosa,” Leandro Gutiérrez and Luis Alberto Romero have 
                                                
239 The US entertainment weekly Variety is a valuable primary source on Argentine censorship through 
import regulations, intimidation, and “morality” classifications both during the military governments of 
the 1930s and 1940s and Perón’s first presidency. See, for example, “Fear Dictator Censorship in 
Argentina,” “Argentina Stiffens Pic Censorship in U.S.,” “ ‘Censorship’ Charges Newest Pix Distribs 
Headache in Argentina,” “Tango Wail has Wilted in Argentina.” 
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written, in an argument that recalls Ernesto Laclau’s theorization of populism, “se debió a que 
encontró interlocutores preparados y dispuestos a oírlo” (11). For one, his invocation of comfort, 
standard of living, and well-being rested upon not only social politics, as Eduardo Elena has 
argued, but also upon an earlier promotion of similar concepts and values in mass culture. 
Perhaps more importantly, if Perón “spoke a language that was built to a significant extent from 
mass cultural elements” (Karush 16), it was by creating a populist politics that addressed mass 
audiences primed to expect their individual desires to be realized. Just as mass culture’s crowd-
pleasing strategies would not, ultimately, satisfy all Argentines, Peronism would eventually 
discover that its something-for-everyone approach was unsustainable. Argentina, even today, 
continues to work through the aftermath. 
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